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In memory of Frank, Frances, and Patrick Clarkson


and Matthew


~O~




Listen carefully... and incline the ear of your heart.


—Rule of St Benedict


A human being has so many skins inside, covering
the depths of the heart.


—Meister Eckhart


Should we have stayed at home and thought of here?


—Elizabeth Bishop





[monikers]






Las Damas



The Ladies? I enquire gingerly, my first try, not remembering the more neutral word. But we are in the desert, a roadside café shack off the Panamericano. Out the back, someone motions. A wooden door whips open, caught by the wind, slams fast. Vast sands to left and right, nothing else—oh, but Mind the Dogs! someone calls.





Camelament



Listen, O daughter, give ear to my words:


forget your own people and your father’s house.


– Psalm 44 (45)


Whistle, chica.


Whisht. Give your ear


close and flutter. And flutter.


Eat in all you can hear.


Grow rotund on it, fit


as a fiddler’s wife’s


cat. There are other kinds


of right learning. Cause


you know. Cause you hear.


Bilge goes out with the suds.


A chain of Cheyennes


touches the lodge of


an enemy. You explode


flat on the floor. Fat


on fear. Flayed


with sharp, and hot, and not.





Novice’s Diurnal



The ritual of dressing: vest yourself


with shirt of hare, to keep you fleet


of heart, not bound to anyone.


Next, scapular, dyed marigold


to shun the sun; fuddle enemies


with poison-light. Belt of peacock


feathers, brilliant-eyed and trailing


emerald, to fetch a glance


around the forest; have folk staring


after. Dun stockings tricked out


with dog-rose and forget-me-not.


Clogs of cherrywood, carved, ideally,


by a first and lonely love. Eucalyptus


gloves to make your hands more apt


to heal and tease, caress, leave


trace. Velvet for your temples.


Raven-cap. And at your throat, a pendant,


turned from linnet-heart, half-ribbed,


to hop against your Adam’s apple whilst you


hum demented pilgrims back to life.





Crenella’s Truth Tower



She goes up each day to the tip of the tower and looks out


for Truth—ham-fisted intruder that he is, copper-buttoned,


careening through scratchy cornfields, slowing


at violet patches of heather, bee-sprung


and violent. He would shun her at first, shear her


to her underwear, that was clear. She had to make a


mental dance not to mind—not to quease at—


his undoubted clumsiness, upturning her routine,


maladroit for a season. Autumn is best—moist decay


twisting through brakes, summer tweeting its guts out.


Hildebilde, come hither, she calls her man-maid:


look, see, the horizon’s a prim rose drawing us in


to an adult colouring challenge. Amalgamate


to speculate. Seven varieties of untruth dwell in the castle,


subfunctional. The untruth dwells in hands, chins, cloaks,


misty cupboards, and on the breakfast bar. How is it


that the King, for all his corpulent confidence, cannot


curtail it and daily offers his daughter’s feigning hand


to good upright men, but few come, and when they do,


they turn ungood, subvert into their worst-version selves,


flannelled over in grey, with monkey motifs, clean


out of linen and riddling words. Manflux. Individuaries.


The Queen has the get-going-grey of a graceful elder whose


earnest purpose is to please, to turn the mirror otherwise


and away, casting her beholders in various grave but


gilding lights. Images lovely and undone. The hoolie hall


holds hallelujahs and woolly tunes for melodising


in the evening, when curtains are pulled, and rugs adjusted


to be safe from sparks. Who’ll do for you,


one of the soft men intones. The smells are trickery


twice round the block and into your nose with a


whisper and half a quart of cologne, piquant.


Back for a time and sunning itself in the old garden


like a pregnant baby blackbird, the grass hot and sappy,


Truth is touched. Only thee and me untouched!—


the Queen murmurs to a newcomer, lately come,


come long since. Her voice turns to a whisper:


Though I cannot completely vouch for thee...





For our Extinguished Guests



i.


So Mother Abbess delays a few days in the selva,


adventures alongside the laity


in toucan-touched rainforests, tickled


by tigerlight striping her habit. She turns frissonista


at the thought of real terrorists laired up with jaguars


and monkeys; brushes breasts against copaiba,


pretty malva, thick-set cedar. Steers the tour-guide


past poisonous pencil snakes, then strikes out


for her own territory, the desert, and the slick


monastic show she runs on the skirts


of a shanty-town, at the edge


of a tip, rubbing shoulders with rubbish.


Presents her travelling companion—


ii.


the father. Clicked into guest-quarters,


he’s corn-fed and watered by pale nuns who


come and go with purple chicha, iced lemon,


and a yard broom to keep the steps clear


of sand; their eyes dart low, bright blue. He thirsts


for his arum lily, his daughter


transplanted, imagines her
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