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THE MAMMOTH
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You can’t do it. You are too small, too fat, too thin, too broken. You are not dressed, and your father is not with you. How can you ride the mammoth?

You will twist the auburn fur in your shaking fists. Your heart will quicken and the musk will repel and excite you, make your body know how far you are from home. You will hear the grunts and huffs and see how it shifts its weight; you will imagine losing everything, but you will not turn back this time. You will plant your naked feet in the right places—thigh, third rib, left shoulder. You will remember the magic words and whisper in its ear: “Carry me gently, Beast of Earth; carry me gently, Beast of Fire. Carry me gently and I will owe you; carry me gently and I will love you.”

You will feel the sweat of the beast penetrate your pores. You will relax the barrier of your skin, open your chest to the monster, expose all your secrets and weaknesses. You will feel the marrow of the mammal mixing with your own and stop insisting on difference. You will let the fences in your mind blaze and admit they were made of paper, always on the verge of burning.

Perhaps you will fail and be killed. Perhaps you will be thrown, trampled, crushed, impaled with tusks through your very center. Perhaps you will soil yourself before you die, and everyone will see.

Perhaps your father will die before you, or your mother, or your beloved, or your child. Perhaps they will leave you some other way. Perhaps it will be your fault.

Yet, remember, the animal may feel your defenseless essence and find you worthy. It may trust your promise, let you ride. The fear may begin to fade, and you may find your balance. You may feel the rhythm of its breath rising and falling with your own, and you may savor the warmth of its body on your underside. You may enjoy the fragrance of flowering trees as you pass and the view from the height of its back. It may become your familiar, and you may ride with closed eyes and send it wordless messages that only it could understand, and it may share its infinity with you. You may lay belly-down on its neck, and it may know you better than your father, or your mother, or your beloved, or your child.

It may know when you are ready before you do, and it may begin to run.
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YOU WERE BORN IN BUTTERFLY
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Maybe you remember that you are a seeker.

Maybe you carved it on your wrist

or on a sign around your neck. Maybe

you made a business card of it

wrote it on a rabbit’s foot

or whispered it into your secret pocket.

Maybe you have forgotten, and you laugh

at these types with their bare feet

and empty guitars.

It doesn’t really matter.

You were. You are.

Just listen, and try to remember:

You were born in Butterfly.

Relax into it; it will be easier near

the water. Sit down in the shower, sit down

by the gutter. Watch how the lines pull

and become the other, feel

how they melt and disappear.

You were born in Butterfly, between the river

to the west and the river to the east,

heir to the throne and fortune. Yet

the day came when you looked straight

through those golden mirrors

and the silver chalice dropped from your hand.

You closed the flowering harem doors,

sent all those budding gods and goddesses

back to their villages.

You shaved your glorious hair

and left the palace naked,

refusing the money, the satchel

and your mother’s tears. You refused the blanket

and even the begging bowl:

You had to know if your hands would do.

You walked beyond walking,

eyes down, eyes up.

You waded through cities and towns.

You became a stranger to the world,

a gray thing in the marketplace,

a hollow stem cupping alms without asking.

You crumbled, slivered, shattered, mad.

And then you came back,

leaving the pieces there by the roadside.

––––––––
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When you learned to fold your thoughts

into an iron ball

and drop it to the bottom of the ocean

the clouds opened for the moon.

Your mind had nothing left to say

as you came to the edge of the river,

crossed and walked to the mountain.

You drank from springs hidden in thickets,

ate fruit from unlikely trees.

As you climbed higher,

the air became thin

but you were able to breathe.

Without map or master, you found

the cave of legend at dawn,

stood at the mouth and smiled

to see fear could still touch you.

You took the step, and went in alone.

You ran your fingers along the wall,

colder and wetter the deeper

you went. Black became blacker

and just before you disappeared,

you thought of turning back.

––––––––

[image: image]


Then you fell, and I think

you know the rest.

It was right to forget, but now

it’s right to remember:

You were born in Butterfly.
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ECLIPSE
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Night after night I climb out

the same window, light

a cigarette in the snow

and look for home.
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I GET FOUND, 1974
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My beloved was born with a pebble in his hand,

a red stone burning.

He dropped it in the moment

between the womb and the catching,

the landing in hands,

twisted down for just a blink

and let it go.

Still gleaming from the quilt

of beyond, woven thick with invisible threads,

it melted a hole in that sea-green marble

Rajasthani hospital floor like butter it

burned through the street,

the sandstone

limestone

water and soil,

the heavy metal fishbowl

at the center of the earth.

Then granite, granite,

flint and feldspar

aquifer and dirt again.

It sizzled straight up through red-white cotton,

their Rocky Mountain picnic blanket

and sailed five feet in the air before gravity

caught it, sent it

tumbling back down

through my mother’s hippie hair.

It landed like jasmine in her lap

and I was born with a pebble

in my hand.
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THE SAME WOMAN (SCARLIGHT)
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