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				I don’t know how to measure happiness. The issue is happiness, there is no other issue, or no other issue one has a right to think about for other people, to think about politically, but I don’t know how to measure happiness.

			

			GEORGE OPPEN, letter to June Oppen Degnan,
 August 5, 1970

		

	
		
			
				No sé cómo medir la felicidad. El asunto es la felicidad, no hay ningún otro, o no tenemos derecho a reflexionar en lugar de los demás sobre ningún otro asunto, reflexionar políticamente, pero no sé cómo medir la felicidad.

			

			GEORGE OPPEN, carta a June Oppen Degnan,
 5 de agosto de 1970

		

	
		
			
				The Art of Translation

				1

				
					To have seen you exactly, once:
					red hair over cold cheeks fresh from the freeway
					your lingo, your daunting and dauntless
					eyes. But then to lift toward home, mile upon mile
					back where they’d barely heard your name
					—neither as terrorist nor as genius would they detain you—
				

				
					to wing it back to my country bearing
					your war-flecked protocols—
				

				
					that was a mission, surely: my art’s pouch
					crammed with your bristling juices
					sweet dark drops of your spirit
					that streaked the pouch, the shirt I wore
					and the bench on which I leaned.
				

				2

				
					It’s only a branch like any other
					green with the flare of life in it
					and if I hold this end, you the other
					that means it’s broken
				

				
					broken between us, broken despite us
					broken and therefore dying
					broken by force, broken by lying
					green, with the flare of life in it
				

				3

				
					But say we’re crouching on the ground like children
					over a mess of marbles, soda caps, foil, old foreign coins
					—the first truly precious objects. Rusty hooks, glass.
				

				
					Say I saw the earring first but you wanted it.
					Then you wanted the words I’d found. I’d give you
					 the earring, crushed lapis if it were,
				

				
					I would look long at the beach glass and the sharded self
					of the lightbulb. Long I’d look into your hand
					at the obsolete copper profile, the cat’s-eye, the lapis.
				

				
					Like a thief I would deny the words, deny they ever
					existed, were spoken, or could be spoken,
					like a thief I’d bury them and remember where.
				

				4

				
					The trade names follow trade
					the translators stopped at passport control:
					Occupation: no such designation—
					Journalist, maybe spy?
				

				
					That the books are for personal use
					only—could I swear it?
					That not a word of them
					is contraband—how could I prove it?
				

				1995

			

			
				El arte de traducir

				1

				
					Haberte visto del todo, una vez:
					pelo rojo en mejillas frescas por el aire de la autovía 
					tu jerga, tus ojos que intimidaban sin dejarse
					intimidar. Y después poner rumbo a casa, milla tras milla
					hacia donde apenas sabían de tu nombre
					–ni por terrorista ni por genio te detendrían–
				

				
					volar a mi país portando
					tus protocolos salpicados de conflicto;
				

				
					ésa era, sin duda, toda una misión: mi cartera de artista
					llena de tus jugos rebosantes
					las dulces gotas oscuras de tu espíritu
					manchando de rayas la cartera, la camisa
					y en el banco sobre el que me apoyaba. 
				

				2

				
					No es más que una rama como cualquier otra
					verde con el fulgor de la vida
					y si la sostengo por un extremo y tú por otro
					quiere decir que está rota
				

				
					rota entre nosotras, rota a pesar de nosotras
					rota y por tanto agonizante
					rota a la fuerza, rota al yacer
					verde, con el fulgor de la vida
				

				3

				
					Pero imagina que estamos en cuclillas como niñas
					sobre un revoltijo de canicas, chapas, papel plata, viejas monedas extranjeras
					–los primeros tesoros de verdad. Ganchos oxidados, cristales–.
				

				
					Imagina que yo viera primero el pendiente pero tú lo quisieras.
					Luego querrías las palabras que yo había encontrado. Te daría
					el pendiente, el lapislázuli aplastado si hubiera,
				

				
					me quedaría mirando los cristales de la playa y el interior astillado
					de la bombilla. Observando en tu mano
					el perfil obsoleto del cobre, el ojo de gato, el lapislázuli.
				

				
					Cual ladrón negaría las palabras, negaría
					su existencia, que fueran pronunciadas o pudieran pronunciarse,
					cual ladrón las enterraría y recordaría dónde.
				

				4

				
					Los nombres de oficios responden al oficio
					los traductores retenidos ante el control de pasaportes:
					Profesión: sin especificar.
					¿Periodista, espía quizá?
				

				
					¿Podría yo jurar que los libros
					son para uso personal –tan sólo–?
					¿Que ni una sola palabra
					es contrabando –y cómo lo demostraría–?
				

				1995

			

			
				For an Anniversary

				
					The wing of the osprey lifted
					over the nest on Tomales Bay
					into fog and difficult gust
					raking treetops from Inverness Ridge on over
					The left wing shouldered into protective
					gesture the left wing we thought broken
				

				
					and the young beneath in the windy nest
					creaking there in their hunger
					and the tides beseeching, besieging
					the bay in its ruined languor
				

				1996

			

			
				Para un aniversario

				
					El ala del águila pescadora
					sobre el nido en la bahía Tomales
					alzada ante niebla y fuerte ráfaga
					rozando copas de árbol desde la cresta de Inverness y más allá
					El ala izquierda recogida en un gesto
					protector el ala izquierda que creíamos rota
				

				
					y los polluelos abajo en el nido expuesto al viento
					chillando de hambre
					y las mareas suplicando, asediando
					a la bahía en su asolada languidez
				

				1996

			

			
				Midnight Salvage

				1

				
					Up skyward through a glazed rectangle I
					sought the light of a so-called heavenly body
					: : a planet or our moon in some event and caught
				

				
					nothing nothing but a late wind
					pushing around some Monterey pines
					themselves in trouble and rust-limbed
				

				
					Nine o’clock : : July : the light
					undrained : : that blotted blue
					that lets has let will let
				

				
					thought’s blood ebb between life- and death-time
					darkred behind darkblue
					bad news pulsing back and forth of “us” and “them”
				

				
					And all I wanted was to find an old
					friend an old figure an old trigonometry
					still true to our story in orbits flaming or cold
				

				2

				
					Under the conditions of my hiring
					I could profess or declare anything at all
					since in that place nothing would change
					So many fountains, such guitars at sunset
				

				
					Did not want any more to sit under such a window’s
					deep embrasure, wisteria bulging on spring air
					in that borrowed chair
					with its collegiate shield at a borrowed desk
				

				
					under photographs of the spanish steps, Keats’ death mask
					and the english cemetery all so under control and so eternal
					in burnished frames : : or occupy the office
					of the marxist-on-sabbatical
				

				
					with Gramsci’s fast-fading eyes
					thumbtacked on one wall opposite a fading print
					of the same cemetery : : had memories
					and death masks of my own : : could not any more
				

				
					peruse young faces already straining for
					the production of slender testaments
					to swift reading and current thinking : : would not wait
					for the stroke of noon to declare all passions obsolete
				

				
					Could not play by the rules
					in that palmy place : : nor stand at lectern professing
					anything at all
					in their hire
				

				3

				
					Had never expected hope would form itself
					completely in my time : : was never so sanguine
					as to believe old injuries could transmute easily
					through any singular event or idea : : never
					so feckless as to ignore the managed contagion
					of ignorance the contrived discontinuities
					the felling of leaders and future leaders
					the pathetic erections of soothsayers
				

				
					But thought I was conspiring, breathing-along
					with history’s systole-diastole
					twenty thousand leagues under the sea a mammal heartbeat
					sheltering another heartbeat
					plunging from the Farallons all the way to Baja
					sending up here or there a blowhole signal
					and sometimes beached
					making for warmer waters
					where the new would be delivered : : though I would not see it
				

				4

				
					But neither was expecting in my time
					to witness this : : wasn’t deep
					lucid or mindful you might say enough
					to look through history’s bloodshot eyes
					into this commerce this dreadnought wreck cut loose
					from all vows, oaths, patents, compacts, promises : :
					To see
					not O my Captain
					fallen cold & dead by the assassin’s hand
				

				
					but cold alive & cringing : : drinking with the assassins
					in suit of noir Hong Kong silk
					pushing his daughter in her famine-
					waisted flamingo gown
					out on the dance floor with the traffickers
					in nerve gas saying to them Go for it
					and to the girl Get with it
				

				5

				
					When I ate and drank liberation once I walked
					arm-in-arm with someone who said she had something to teach me
					It was the avenue and the dwellers
					free of home : roofless : : women
					without pots to scour or beds to make
					or combs to run through hair
					or hot water for lifting grease or cans
					to open or soap to slip in that way
					under arms then beneath breasts then downward to thighs
				

				
					Oil-drums were alight under the freeway
					and bottles reached from pallets of cardboard corrugate
					and piles of lost and found to be traded back and forth
					and figures arranging themselves from the wind
					Through all this she walked me : : And said
					My name is Liberation and I come from here
					Of what are you so afraid?
				

				
					We’ve hung late in the bars like bats
					kissed goodnight at the stoplights
					—did you think I wore this city without pain?
					did you think I had no family?
				

				6

				
					Past the curve where the old craftsman was run down
					there’s a yard called Midnight Salvage
					He was walking in the road which was always safe
					The young driver did not know that road
					its curves or that people walked there
					or that you could speed yet hold the curve
					watching for those who walked there
					such skills he did not have being in life unpracticed
				

				
					but I have driven that road in madness and driving rain
					thirty years in love and pleasure and grief-blind
					on ice I have driven it and in the vague haze of summer
					between clumps of daisies and sting of fresh cowflop odors
					lucky I am I hit nobody old or young
					killed nobody left no trace
					practiced in life as I am
				

				7

				
					This horrible patience which is part of the work
					This patience which waits for language for meaning for the
					     least sign
					This encumbered plodding state doggedly dragging
					the IV up and down the corridor
					with the plastic sack of bloodstained urine
				

				
					Only so can you start living again
					waking to take the temperature of the soul
					when the black irises lean at dawn
					from the mouth of the bedside pitcher
					This condition in which you swear I will
					submit to whatever poetry is
					I accept no limits     Horrible patience
				

				8

				
					You cannot eat an egg     You don’t know where it’s been
					The ordinary body of the hen
					vouchsafes no safety     The countryside refuses to supply
					Milk is powdered     meat’s in both senses high
				

				
					Old walls the pride of architects     collapsing
					find us in crazed niches     sleeping like foxes
					we wanters we unwanted we
					wanted for the crime of being ourselves
				

				
					Fame slides on its belly like any other animal after food
					Ruins are disruptions of system leaking in
					weeds and light     redrawing
					the City of Expectations
				

				
					You cannot eat an egg     Unstupefied not unhappy
					we braise wild greens and garlic     feed the feral cats
					and when the fog’s irregular documents break open
					scan its fissures for young stars
					                     in the belt of Orion
				

				1996

			

			
				Rescate a medianoche

				1

				
					Mirando al cielo por un rectángulo esmerilado
					busqué la luz de uno de esos cuerpos celestes
					: : un planeta o nuestra luna a su faena y nada nada
				

				
					percibí salvo un viento tardío
					abriéndose paso entre los pinos de Monterey
					también ellos en apuros y con las ramas corroídas
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