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DEATH STYLES



for my daughters



8.11.20


A SKUNK


It’s dawn and I’m out in the grey-green light with the dog.


Dawn is also a style: black Vans and a Marimekko robe,


the most expensive thing I own.


I cinch it with a slash and feel glamorous.


The leash is also a style.


The dog in her spotted sheath is also style.


I cross the field beside the tennis courts


where the high school boys meet for trust exercises


laced in each other’s arms before the net.


Everything is laced together


& nothing drains away,


nothing drains away.


But does it have to be this beautiful.


Madder stops the storm drain.


Wet grass knots at my feet


I hate it, no I like it. No, I like it


as I kick my way to the sidewalk, sneakers soaked


above their trademarked rubber soles,


a loneliness American as a kick in the teeth.


Weeds disapprove of this remark and lean away,


the dog goes along ‘reading her novel,’


some other creature’s mark or waste.


I remember one morning where


one early morning where


a skunk was crossing a large, groomed lawn


shielding his head with his spread tail


also large, groomed, and dazzling as any canopy raised


to shield a crown or cargo bay


in Ancient Egypt or in space


by astronauts—their tools, their formal pace.


How like a coin the skunk turns on his edge to show his profile


Is it my slingshot or my birdbrain


my predator or my prey


my lunar or my earthly style


that right now freezes me in place.


The radio detective says, “Aye, it’s a planet of killers,”


and I’m another


and the skunk is another


improbable king


masking a killer


gnomon and antonym


or vice versa


The skunk made a diamond of the lawn with his diagonal path


my husband wanted to watch


I wanted to leave, afraid to be sprayed


but really afraid of his magnificent shape


magnificently


self-contained


that can stand on its head on the equator like an egg


or split its own brain with its own secateurs


in two equal hemispheres


and execute


any move


under that moon


-walk: sock of white, glove of white


sidewalk that lights


all times are noon


I want to live in that


microregime which


pulls the watchface


all around itself


black eye that winks back


from the center of the watch


where the hands should be attached


but the hands are gone


the watchface is blank


the style


points exactly to itself


shoves both mickey mouse gloves in its mouth


it never leaves home


but takes any long spear of shadow


directly into its eye


and swallows it up


to stop it traveling


no time passes


but you can stay forever


if you agree to block out your eyes


go anaerobic


and give everything else up


a mesh and two drains


a distended abdomen


a nudge and wink


a little half grin


and a little flexing arm


all signs of infant seizure


but only in one picture


can you see her mouth make


that shape that makes me shake


and I’ve deleted that photo anyway


I’ve deleted the photon


shoved it right back up the gut


of the cosmos that made it


and sent it shooting out across universe


going the wrong way


—you’re going the wrong way!


—what? how do you know where we’re going?


I mouth the dialogue


I put my thumb in my mouth to mime the drinking


I will do at five o’clock


on the dot


at the spot


in the center of the clock


face, watch face, sundial, style


we put the gel in her hair


for the EEG


then decided to scrap the test


so she died with her black hair gunky


I hate that


where were we when


I hate that


where were we when


I don’t hold her


because I don’t want to hurt her while she dies


or after


because she feels so much


more dead and heavier


anyway


where were we


when we watched that skunk cross that diamond


when he turned in profile


and made a procession of himself


entailed a retinue


raised his million-dollar solar shade


and shot himself out of all this trouble


all the gauges shake and gag as he


points to the stands


hits a grand slam


& rides the diamond right up into the banks of light above the stadium


and then beyond


so bright


the camera cannot follow him


up there where


we could hold our breath and


go anaerobic but are dismayed to be


denied entry


to the tomb


our mortal bloodstreams


flood with waste


the brainalarms sound


and all the green numbers roll back in their heads


we’re forced to take a breath


and I would take


any accelerant or suppressant


slick down my pulse like an infant’s cowlick


run my heart down like a medieval town clock


a stuck gory orgy of moral urges


there the maiden studies her reflection in the apple


the miller stops beating his wheat


the bird seeks to dislodge the song from its throat


or else whack my heart off till it beats


so hard it shakes loose from the cage and flees


the red-stained drain cool tile and golden hook where I


hang myself up like a hotel robe


& anaerobe


back to where


we were when we


stopped


at the sight of the skunk


before the green that rose


& sharpened our sight


on that diamond



8.13.20


PERRY MASON


To circle is also a style.


The temple has a door—but where is it?


Most of the time you just stay home and roll around in the madder. You roll with your back in the madder. This is something you learned from the dog. To take things in through your spine. To wear your knowledge on your pelt. Most of the time, you stay in and drink your liquid wings. You try to train the baby to watch television. The bottle is clear as a chrysalis with something stirring and forming inside.


The dog survived pregnant in the woods for some months, lonely and semiferal. She who needs to be accompanied now to eat from her clean bowl. Her age, her breed, her provenance, who puppy trained her then turned her out into the Tennessee woods for the most primal of adventures, no one can say. How she withstood it. Obviously she is a woman.


She has no desire to reveal her name or her parentage or escape her fosterage to return as the hero. She firmly rejects the role.


An interview with the TV detective: how he lost his accent and got a TV accent.


But still cannot say the phrase “world of murderers” so takes for his catchphrase “planet of killers.”


When he finds the door he will need a device to jimmy it open. A credit card, a gemmy wrench, a charm of words. Or else just knock it open with a bar.


That gemmy, wrenching feeling as the planet turns away from you.


The comet is up there somewhere behind the crowds and you’re missing it. You’re messing it up.


You don’t know where the baby is. The detective is on the case. You want to sleep in the parking lot outside the funeral home.


Your fingers in (the comet’s) jammy hair.


You’re the grieving mother and you’re helping the detective. You run a finger down the column of inked figures. All the guilt is there. Tiny beetles are working away at the glue. After the baby dies you are all struck with lice. Your daughter asks you, Why do I have lice? You answer, Dunno, why anything, why did the baby die, as you comb away the lice. There’s always more of them. You run a fever down the seam of the book and split it with your fingernail and tear the page away. To hide your theft you expectorate.


You let it off your chest.


On the job you wear a hatband tilted like a ring of Saturn. You may only be viewed in three-quarter view as you study the titles, loans, lots, deeds, and water tables in the Bureau of Records. The ceilings are high with a row of windows for harpies to peer in but the air feels soupy as a nest of meat. But everyone comes to the Bureau of Records. A very glamorous place!


You sit at the picnic table where the groundsmen take their lunch breaks to interview the priest. The priest attempts a casual demeanor, like he could take it or leave it. He wears a dog collar. There is a problem between you and the priest but he circles around it.


You return to the hall of records to pick up her birth cert. You must check a box to collect the birth cert of a decedent.


O ancestor I object.


Why did you choose this life for us.


You circle what looks like an equipment shed but is actually a chapel. From the outside it feels like a replica. You circle it like a dog to find the entrance. Feel your hands cup into claws. Finally you are on your knees crawling up the steps of the chapel.


You are deafened by a deafening regret. Your hearing was going somewhere and then it went. Your lips curl in all the irony, because of its acrid smell.


Like what-do-you-call-it: Balmex. Carmex.


What they put on the pharaoh’s lips: a scarab.


A bombilation.


You enter the chapel. Of course it’s odorless. And at the center of the altar stands a white box.


It’s too small. Too pitiably small. The true galactic feeling of the galaxy-as-sea goes rocking around the room. The chapel tips like a ship. We’re landlocked, I want the sea to rush from its lunar occipitals and rock to back flood the skull. Drown all this, and that, or also, lift this away, and that, too, thanks. Pitch it elsewhere.


You want this. You do.


As the feathers drifted down from the exploded hull, it began to dawn on the crew of the spacecraft how life proceeds by error, not by plan.


It began to dawn on the crew of the life raft.


(The rats don’t make mistakes.)


It began to dawn on Planet Killer.


At the end of the day the groundskeepers speed away from the cemetery, as from any other job. But you plan to sleep here, in the diggers’ shed


crawl down to her grave and lay on the blades


your hundred sticky eggs



8.14.20


RIVER PHOENIX


What I’m waiting for: someone to shout instructions from the sky through some barely imaginable instrument.


I’ve cleared out all my hearing for this


but no voice comes. I’m hiding in the tiny yard because I’m thronged with people, laundry, dishes, subfunctional computer equipment, weeds, animals, mold, and a virus wrapped around the planet like a tumor wrapped in veins. It should be exciting but it’s dank as a cape.


What I want is to be snatched out of this place.


In the theater of my brain I run the blockbuster. You’re a professor, archaeologist, and detective, a bad mentor. In the opening scenes you teach inside a rolltop desk. I see myself in you when your hair is disarranged to indicate disbelief and incomprehension, something rolling from the sky. Comprehension arrives like a boulder, train, snake, soda siphon, lady in diaphanous dress or wrapped in cellophane, secondary racist caricature. Even a child has to make his face plain for you to read it.


For a scholar you are dumb.


But then, love’s dumb as a spoon, hate’s both a dull blade and a sharp one. Eat up


with your baby spoon and your baby blade.


Both you and me wear a bob, but when you are a man it is blond.


I want another baby to waste my time on. To stuff its mouth with my time. To unreel that eternal Bataillean matinee....


I could pick up the phone and...


some unfortunate...


Forget the movies.


I am having an at-home experience.


Beauty regimes, cleaning regimes: I have none of these.


I sit in the backyard and evade my re-spons-i-bilitees


...but this is also fantasy. In fact I spend hours on the phone convincing AT&T to beam their signals into our house, and also to take our signal out again, up to their unimaginable servers. I bribe them with time, humor, money, nothing works. It’s like one of those gas heaters in a British spy novel: each morning I wake to feed the slot with coins.
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