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After the Attack of the Crystalline Entity









There were escape pods everywhere.


There was rasping.







Craters, shards, rivers, and voids.







Everywhere people were running into tunnels.


Voles weren’t in the tunnels.


Where did all the voles go?







There was a shoe on the pavement, a metal hand,


Unreplicated litter, some kind of space-mat.







Only half of me still exists.







The next day, I swept up in the lab,


Made myself a new charging station out of scraps.


As a masterless man, I have more responsibilities.







This is an experiment I just devised:


Fireball and rat in a glass tube,


First one to reach home wins.


Behind home plate is a catcher made of stakes.







I can see outside if I bother to look.


Outside looks like the inside of everyone’s houses


Dumped inside out. Outside, the air







Leaks bad particles into people’s blood.


Luckily my self-filtering larynx keeps me safe.







Inside the lab, I can talk to myself


Without anyone noticing. I can make a rabbit


Turn blue, then back again. I took the limbs







Of a cat and moved them around


The room. This is an experiment on


Myself: how many days does it take







To give up waiting for anyone to come home?






























Sargent’s The Daughters of Edward D. Boit







1 Four Sisters




Each girl has got her best dress on.


At dawn, they were washed and brushed and tied


Into pinnies. Then the long wait







Until afternoon, when their florid mamá


Peers in for a moment; is off to the coiffeur’s.


The one on the floor wants to know what her doll







Thinks about being painted. The one in the door just wants


To cut her hair short. The one on the side is trying


Her hardest not to fall over. The last one







Dreams herself into colour a limb at a time.


Her eyes look dubious. If the world


Makes us pay for our pleasure, how much will she owe?







Her aberrant shadow trails her like a servant.


Her beruffled wrists know no compulsion.


Her indolent sash is a cascading sigh.







She won’t marry for love, or money.


She’ll found a museum for unmanufacturable inventions.


She can’t let them find out where, or why.








 


2 One Sister




I still play with dolls, but I know they’re just pretend. My best friend


Is the housekeeper’s cat. We are both exceptionally







Refined: he only eats mackerel, from a porcelain bowl.


I only wear silk taffeta ribbons on my head. He sounds like







A small growling dog when he purrs. I sound like a lady


Dog yapping, Mrs Locke says. If I were a lady cat







I could use my claws to unhook the pink strings


Of my sisters’ stays. I could slowly wave my tail in the air







To mean Give me some cream pie or What is the height


Of Faneuil Hall as measured in cats? My triangular skull







Would fit exactly into Mrs Locke’s hand. She thinks


Our family’s a silly thing, like putting a pug dog into







A party dress. She doesn’t know I sometimes put her cat


In the bathroom sink – he likes it there.







What I think: when my sisters are grown up


I’ll still be at home, not old enough yet.







If I close my eyes for a second, the world seems to end.


If I had a brother, we could run up and down







The hall all day, then build a castle for the cat.


When all of us are old, nobody we know now will be left.








 


3 Recipe for a Painting




A pair of giant blue and white vases.


Darkness.


Four corners of a square.


Red ribbon looped in an intricate bow.


(The carpet makes a pale base for his operations.)


Preposterous blocking.


Between shadows, shadows.


Uncertain atmosphere of mirth, ennui, suspended doubt, and likeness.


Eight eyeballs looking around the room.


Horsehair and metal on a wooden stick.


Curled hair going limp.


The sound of day falling.








 


4 Playing Dead




The girls crowd round his easel like frilly pigeons,


Chattering. The allure of children


Escapes him – they seem







To be everywhere. He waits


For them to stretch, scratch, yawn, pull on


Each other’s hems, then puts them back in their places







Again. They like this game


Of posing, just like they like to play


The game Playing Dead – one of them







Lies flat on the settee,


Holding her breath; two are the mourners


All dressed in black; the last is the ghost come back







From the grave, like an extra twin left over


In a womb. They wait for someone


To stop them, for the clocks







In the house to turn, the laced


Fingers of the afternoon to undo


Their sentence. An incomplete sentence







Is missing its feet. An unfinished painting


Has only heads and groundstrokes where the world


Should be. The painting ends with the girls released –







They vanish, leaving their faces behind like masks


On the empty canvas. He starts to bind the night


Into the size of a room.







He can’t sleep because of the pendulum in his head.


His favourite medium is twilight.


He doesn’t know if he’ll find a mate in time to save him.
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