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               How to Drink Water When There Is Wine

            

            
               
                  How to stay at this desk when the sun

                  is barefooting cartwheels over the grass –

               

               
                  How to step carefully on the path that pulls

                  for the fleet unfettered gait of a deer –

               

               
                  How to go home when the wood thrush

                  is promising the drunk liquid bliss of dusk –

               

               
                  How to resist the kiss, the body forbidden

                  that plucks the long vibrating string of want –

               

               
                  How to drink water when there is wine –

               

               
                  Once I knew all these brick-shaped things, took them

                  for the currency of survival.

               

               
                  Now I have lived long and I know better.
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               How to Have a Child

            

            
               
                  Begin on the day you decide

                  you are fit

                  to carry on.

                  Begin with a quailing heart

                  for here you stand

                  on the fault line.

                  Begin if you can at the beginning.

                  Begin with your mother,

                  with her grandfather,

                  the ones before him.

                  Think of their hands, all of them:

                  firm on the plow, the cradle,

                  the rifle butt, the razor strop;

                  trembling on the telegram,

                  the cheek of a lover,

                  the fact of a door.

                  Everything that can wreck a life

                  has been done before,

                  done to you, even. That’s all

                  inside you now.

                  Half of it you won’t think of.

                  The rest you wouldn’t dream of.

                  Go on.
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               How to Cure Sweet Potatoes

            

            
               
                  Dig them after the first light frost. Lay them

                  down in a shallow tray like cordwood,

                  like orphans in a dresser drawer. Cover them

                  with damp towels. Bring up the heat. In a

                  closet or spare room, you’ll want it hotter

                  than the worst summer day you remember

                  and that humid. A week of this will thicken

                  their skins, make them last for months

                  in your cellar, and turn all their starch to sugar.

               

               
                  Bear in mind this is not a cure for anything

                  that was wrong with the sweet potato

                  that meant to be starchy, thanks, the better

                  to weather a winter in cold clay, then lean on its toes

                  and throw out reckless tendrils into one more spring.

               

               
                  Bear in mind also the ways that you were once

                  induced to last through the sermon, the meal,

                  the insufferable adult conversation, all the times

                  you wanted to be starchy but were made to be sweet.

               

               
                  Recall this surrender when you sit down to eat them.

                  Consider the direction of your grace.
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               How to Shear a Sheep

            

            
               
                  Walk to the barn

                  before dawn.

                  Take off your clothes.

                  Cast everything

                  on the ground:

                  your nylon jacket,

                  wool socks and all.

                  Throw away

                  the cutting tools,

                  the shears that bite

                  like teeth at the skin

                  when hooves flail

                  and your elbow

                  comes up hard

                  under a panting throat:

                  no more of that.

                  Sing to them instead.

                  Stand naked

                  in the morning

                  with your entreaty.

                  Ask them to come,

                  lay down their wool

                  for love.

                  That should work.

                  It doesn’t.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         7

         
            
               How to Fly (in Ten Thousand Easy Lessons)

            

            
               
                  Behold your body as water

                  and mineral worth, the selfsame

                  water that soon (from a tree’s

                  way of thinking, soon) will be

                  lifted through the elevator hearts

                  of a forest, returned to the sun

                  in a leaf-eyed gaze. And the rest!

                  All wordless leavings, the perfect

                  bonewhite ash of you: light

                  as snowflakes, falling on updrafts

                  toward the unbodied breath of a bird.

               

               
                  Behold your elements reassembled

                  as pieces of sky, ascending

                  without regret, for you’ve been lucky

                  enough. Fallen for the last time into

                  a slump, the wrong crowd, love.

                  You’ve made the best deal.

                  You summitted the mountain

                  or you didn’t. Anything left undone

                  you can slip like a cloth bag of marbles

                  into the hands of a child

                  who will be none the wiser.

               

               
                  Imagine your joy on rising.

                  Repeat as necessary.
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               How to Give Thanks for a Broken Leg

            

            
               
                  Thank your stars that at least your bones

                  know how to knit, two sticks at work:

                  tibia, fibula, ribbed scarf as long as a winter.

                  The mindless tasks a body learns when it must.

               

               
                  Praise your claw-foot tub. Tie a sheet around its belly

                  like a saddle on a pig, to hammock your dry-docked

                  limb while the rest of you steeps. Sunk deep

                  in hot water up to your chin, dream of the troubles

                  you had, when trouble was still yours to make.

                  The doctor says eight weeks. Spend seven here.

               

               
                  Be glad for your cast that draws children with

                  permanent markers, like vandals and their graffiti

                  to the blighted parts of town. They mark out

                  their loves and territories, and you, the benevolent

                  mayor, will wear these concerns in public,

                  then throw them away when your term is up.

               

               
                  Concede your debt to life’s grammar, even as

                  it nailed you in one fell stroke from subject to object.

                  Praise the helping verbs, family hands that feed;

                  the surgical modifiers that pin you from shattered

                  to fixed to mended. Praise the careless syntax

                  of a life where, through steady misuse, a noun

                  grows feet: it turtles and outfoxes and one day,

                  with no one watching, steps out as a brand-new verb.
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               How to Survive This

            

            
               
                  O misery. Imperfect

                  universe of days stretched out

                  ahead, the string of pearls

                  and drops of venom on the web,

                  losses of heart, of life

                  and limb, news of the worst:

               

               
                  Remind me again

                  the day will come

                  when I look back amazed

                  at the waste of sorry salt

                  when I had no more than this

                  to cry about.

               

               
                  Now I lay me down.

                  I’m not there yet.
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               How to Do Absolutely Nothing

            

            
               
                  Rent a house near the beach, or a cabin

                  but: Do not take your walking shoes.

                  Don’t take any clothes you’d wear

                  anyplace anyone would see you.

                  Don’t take your rechargeables.

                  Take Scrabble if you have to,

                  but not a dictionary and no

                  pencils for keeping score.

                  Don’t take a cookbook

                  or anything to cook.

                  A fishing pole, ok

                  but not the line,

                  hook, sinker,

                  leave it all.

                  Find out

                  what’s

                  left.
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               How to Lose That Stubborn Weight

            

            
               
                  Follow this simple program:

                  Examine your elbow, the small bones

                  in your wrist. Kiss what you can.

                  Gather up all the magazines

                  and catalogues in your house – those

                  hungry girls in expensive clothes.

                  Put them all inside your refrigerator.

                  Next, your streaming videos and

                  discreetly altered friends: balance these

                  in a pile on your bathroom scale.

                  Leave them there for sixteen weeks.

                  See how the weight melts away

                  from the craven core. Listen,

                  all God’s children got this yearn

                  and half of them wish they could look

                  just about like you do now. And so

                  will you, if you ever get to be ninety.

                  That photo that set you off today?

                  How you’ll wish you’d taken more,

                  back when your skin still held

                  the shape of a lusty animal you forgot

                  to love, wish you’d hung mirrors

                  on all your walls and halls and

                  oh hell, the fat blue indifferent sky

                  in praise of this body you had one time

                  when everything still worked.
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