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            The question whether our minds are instruments of knowledge, and, if so, in what sense, is so vital that any suggested analysis of mind must be examined in relation to this question. To ignore this question would be like describing a chronometer without regard to its accuracy as a time-keeper, or a thermometer without mentioning the fact that it measures temperature.

            Bertrand Russell, The Analysis of Mind, 1922
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               On Returning from a Trip to West Virginia The Father Brings his Daughter a Jar of White Lightning or Sicilian-American Tough Love

            

            
               
                  ‘…All I got was this lousy moonshine,’ you say,

                  but something in that clear-standing liquefaction

                  magnified by the curvature of its jar

                  talked of intimacy as a mischief, an in-joke;

                  it was a nod to yes as much as nod to no,

                  a blessing to moody, monstrance to happy;

                  assent to you as son, as much to you as daughter.

                  Less than thirty days old, the moonshine dreaming

                  the tank of some hillbilly bucket of rust

                  jacked up on bricks with catchweed for blinds,

                  was as limpid as ether, forty percent pure;

                  it was as ominous as the devil’s bathtub gin,

                  its depths of ions sparkled, its gases rose,

                  explained by spilt light. World, be pleased

                  with what you throw. Amazonian tribesmen,

                  warily, wade the river to be offered gifts.

                  A trio of craters gaping a hundred meters wide

                  surfaces, in North Siberia. And here is love

                  in its plainest state, securing its vapours

                  with a screw-thread, marked at eighty proof.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               Cop Convo, Subtitles Only

            

            
               
                  This is my road, says the cop, this the next bend yawning.

                  This is my road that goes on and on.

                  I can swing around my long lazy Buick any time I choose

                  and come after you. I can do what I want.

               

               
                  You act like you do what you choose, she says, like this

                  is your road. This the immaculate camber

                  from which you scrape the squashed skunk.

                  You sweep, you scrape. You need to keep it swept.

               

               
                  I pull you over, he says, you have on your fog-lamps

                  and there is no fog. Those filaments hot with brilliance

                  while all your other lights are off, though it is dark.

                  Most people keep on their lights in the dark.

               

               
                  Most people, she says, keep on all their lights.

                  I prepare always for an arcane weather.

                  The particles of darkness are another sort of fog. I probe

                  another sort of dark. You do not know which sort.

               

               
                  This, he says, is my lamp’s blue hysteria, encased in a bottle,

                  it is the light which beats harder the more I catch up.

                  Law, she says, is what burns the night blue,

                  our faces bluer. I wish your fog-lamps fog.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               The World’s First Photograph

               Genesee River, 1890

            

            
               
                  Coax her out, said the men, from under that hat

                  where her thoughts are embodied as forty-inch braids

                  of which she will not yield to pride a single hair.

                  Offer rum, a jade ear-ring, to teach her the box-

                  for-stealing-light is not a portal to the next world.

                  Lead her from her threshold to the weathered

                  albedo which is her prideful countenance.

               

               
                  Every word of praise a sliver of mirror laid

                  flat to make a whole mirror. You are, they said,

                  the baggy-brimmed prophet of the Seneca and must not

                  begrudge futurity its halo. They fed her

               

               
                  cube after cube of sugar, more rum, until she sat

                  to stare out fear and have it look away

                  throughout the century-long exposure, still as stone.

               

               
                  *

               

               
                  As if fear were a chemical, or fear and refusal

                  in equal measure mixed with steams of bromine

                  and acted as a soluble. As if the dark hangings

                  and upholstery’s warp yarn had risen through her

                  or were struck upon another frequency.

               

               
                  As if fear, the chemical, mixed with the fumes

                  of iodine and mercury and became one vapour

                  and all that showed up on the plate

                  was the ghost of a chair, bare of her barest trace. 

               

               
                  As if the chair bore the shape of a vague presence

                  sitting in it, but was as moonless

                  as a moonless night. As if its carved claw-feet

               

               
                  gripped, gripped to hold in place only the spirit-image

                  of her tiny feet a little off the ground.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               American Rainstorm as Altarpiece

            

            
               
                  Emboldener of the bulb,

                  for this raw imminence, gratitude.

                  Storm, each phase of your sulk

                  seems to have hijacked one

                  of our three windows, light to left

               

               
                  and grey to right, black core at centre.

                  Glass had to be invented once

                  these rivulets of rain were. All three of you

                  crowd the centrepiece at last.

                  You are charcoal that smokes, that burns

               

               
                  however wet it is. The tall centre

                  rolls up all your ardent darknesses –

                  it could be the light of Golgotha,

                  its creepy-crawly billow of soot

                  like a clouding of insecticide

               

               
                  against the shallowing out of which

                  you mutter softly to yourself.

                  First, a getting used to three. Then

                  the hinges open on one.

                  Forgive us. We watch. We talk

               

               
                  with hushed, reverent voice

                  behind one window. Soon, you’ll be gone.

                  The engine of the world

                  is reducing compression

                  to tame you. Cyclone, cloud-crawler,

               

               
                  shoveller of the tall hotel

                  and of everything in its path,

                  maker of new light, new air, new us,

                  above the brightening brake lights

                  on the road climbing north.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               Uncanoonuc Whose Cirrus of Light

            

            
               
                  I’d say the twelfth floor of twelve lost radio contact.

                  We were too high up, height-to-height with the mountain.

                  I would say the room belonged to the mountain

                  in the fetch of which it looked. I’d say the room stood off,

               

               
                  gave room to the view, gave view to the mountain.

                  The roof-slope was made of window filled by sky,

                  such a cirrus of light which bulged and burned through glass

                  all the way from Uncanoonuc, today free of mist.

               

               
                  There was a bed in the room which seemed a mile wide

                  and we lay on the far side of its shore. There had been

                  the darkening that had given us the shock of rain

                  which when it ran its rivulets down the glass ran over us.

               

               
                  Then light poured back, and there was not only light

                  but air enhancing its warmth to heat. Be calm,

                  be calm, said Uncanoonuc, first I give you dark and rain

                  which makes you mysterious even to your own touch.

               

               
                  Then I give you light which inspects every crevice of room

                  and draws from you this squint, this shrinking away.

                  Be calm, it said, be examined and be seen at length,

                  and be seen at height, be seen at breadth, be seen at depth.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               To a Sliver of Sicilian-American Sky

            

            
               
                  You water a bramble on the State House lawn.

                  A punch, you say, is often tenderer than a kiss,

                  politesse the broken, look-down-its nose vase

                  the day the green tea-makers run out of green tea.

                  An American highway’s an alley choked with thorns,

                  you go in your pyjamas to breakfast at the café;

                  the bronze dog sheds its chains, and starts to growl.

                  The Men’s Room kept for only men is as defunct

                  as indoor rain that drums upon a ten-foot leaf.

               

               
                  You’re sure when the convention comes to town

                  and the lifts crowd with tattooed tattooists

                  it’s only you and I know how complexity breaks

               

               
                  the skin as a claw, in scarlets, greens and blues.

                  Who are tattooists, you ask, to speak of tattoos?

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               The Woman Among the Nerudas

               
                  I hunger for your sleek laugh 

                                           Neruda

               

            

            
               
                  All the Nerudas muster, as if from nowhere,

                  like a flash-flood of doubles. There is not one of them

                  who feels he does not own that lugubrious smile.

                  Each draws around him like an overcoat the air

                  of I am the Neruda. Some great men, for security,

                  hire twenty men who look exactly like themselves.

                  Bonaparte’s asylum-garden was crowded out

                  with loonies in bicorns and tails. A similar purpose

                  infuses the Nerudas: they blend and are safe.

                  This cloud of lookalikes seems to make it clear

                  that your uncommon, very un-Chilean voice

                  and umbrella which is firewalled and not grey

                  down with the grey umbrella of caps might be

                  the perfect Neruda, among the Nerudas, disguise.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               What the Gulls Teach

            

            
               
                  This is the physical world, say the gulls, its reality is brusque,

                  its edges sharp and chaffing, its truths unnegotiable,

                  its gulls monsters of ego. They say the square and the air above it

               

               
                  is a vacuum sucking in gulls. They are drawn to its light,

                  how it shapes facades, has deep sides, and inclines all color

                  towards the intensity of white. They say this is the light that has

               

               
                  their heads duck beneath their wings as if they are reptilian,

                  when they retch to get more voice. Their masks, they say,

                  are lit as they peer out of dark at the swamp of light

               

               
                  down into which they circle and yell, yell – do not be fooled

                  by those that came before, those that come after. These are

                  gulls that were and never will be such unholy mob …

               

               
                  Most distant, most near, do you not hear these cries

                  when they are so loud and when the show’s for one night

                  and when the square could be ocean the other side of which

               

               
                  you strain to listen, close your eyes? Did you know that gulls

                  have been known to live for a hundred years,

                  that their ballyhoo dreams it is the rarest specimen

               

               
                  which extends twenty metres in each direction a leaf,

                  which separates out and opens over the square its petals,

                  which blooms in decibels, extends its many tongues?
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