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Three Horses


 


Come in. Come in, and see


what no-one has witnessed.


You step in and you’re outside.


So outside. There are no humans,


just three horses in a field,


the sky pressing against your forehead,


urging you to acknowledge


something is wrong. Three horses.


Two foals drink from a trough


and are normal. You recognise your brother.


You must look now at the big palomino mare,


at her face which is twice the size it should be.


You walk up, just as I used to walk in,


closing the front door behind me.


Every molecule in the room


told my eyes to look away


but a daughter must meet her mother’s gaze.


Those bulging hazel eyes weeping blood –


inhuman, beyond the animal.


A daughter must put out her hand


and touch her mother’s muzzle –


huge and red-brown, against


the open field of the carpet.


No firm bone under the creased flesh,


as if her body is being digested


from the inside. Her breath comes hard.


Run your fingers along the furrows


and find the straps of the halter


buried in the bag of her neck.


Do what was required of me,


what I did not know how to do –


cut her free. See, just above


her nostrils, the two punctures


of a rattlesnake’s fangs.


She’ll hobble to the trough


and recover. You’ll be allowed


to leave, you’ll be released.







The Snake House


 


It’s time to go up to your front door, Mother,


and ring the rattling buzzer of a bell,


the door with two curved fangs.


I go in, into the muscular throat of the hall,


down the tunnel that’s closing now


to a pinpoint of light.


I’m in the swallowing living-room,


washing it for you, half-alive,


like a man preparing for the rain-dance


in the dry arroyo. He reaches


into the pit and washes the snakes


so that later when he dances with the ‘little mothers’


in his mouth, they won’t bite.


I’m a child playing in the pen


with my pet rattlers,


giving them bread and milk.


As long as I’m unscared


they won’t strike. And you’re saying,


“Only a girl-child can do this”.


My cheeks are almost seamless now,


countless grafts hide the necrosis.







The Summoner


 


“But we never see you” my brother shouts,


as if she’s there with him – our divine mother –


and her home is Kukulcan’s shrine.


The air fills with fever feathers,


her eyes blue quetzal eggs


that split open like rattlesnake pupils.


The rain hisses its warning,


the green-lightning bird strikes.


Oh the spirals I’ve drawn counterclockwise


to uncoil her power.


The diamondbacks I’ve caught and eaten raw.


I have eaten a snake’s heart


to let light into my heart 


I have come back with serpent stealth


singing my snake songs, older and strong.


I have sacrificed my life to the rattler-god.


But my brother still stands in her granny flat,


among her sacks of soiled nighties,


her lithium pill dispenser,


her last lipstick-smeared fag, its ash.


And her unmade bed behind him.


Where if I search long enough


with my viper’s heat-sensors,


I will find what I came for –


the snake head that even decapitated


will still have the reflex to bite me.










The Den


 


In the silence of my own home


I hear the buzz like a shivering of icy leaves.


The back of my neck tickles


and I glimpse the rattler’s tail


disappearing under the floorboards,


its skin faded as old documents.


And I lift the boards


while still sitting in my chair.


The nails pop out as if with a claw-hammer.


Then I see the den my visitor


keeps returning to –


hundreds of ancestor-snakes


hibernating. I don’t move


in case one feels the vibration


and wakes the others.


I don’t want them roused like a beehive.


I wait calmly, then blink once –


that’s all I allow myself.


Just as when I sat with you Mother,


I let my ophidian mask


slip down my face


and blinked no more, its eyes lidless.


I don’t let my forked black tongue


taste the air for wind jewels


of your scent, three years after your death.


I look through the renailed floorboards


and see our letters rolled tight


where I have hidden them,


a bolus of papers


seeking warmth from each other,


scrolled like ancient codices.


Each letter sleeping with its venom


tucked in the fold.
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