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With My Back to the World, 1997



This year I turned my back to the world. I let language face


the front. The parting felt like a death. The first person ran away like a horse. When the first person left, there was no


second or third person as I had originally thought. All that remained was repetition. And blue things. This year I stopped shaking the rain off of umbrellas and nothing bad happened.


The terror of this year was emptiness. But I learned that it’s


possible for a sentence to have no words. That the meaning of a word can exist without the word. That life can still occur


without a mind. That emptiness still swarms without the world. That it can be disconnected from the wall and still


light up. The best thing about emptiness is if you close your eyes in a field, you’ll open your eyes in a field.
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On a Clear Day, 1973







	On a clear day, the horses


	disappeared. Just the apples


	they had been fed were left.


	The apples were strewn







	across the field and had


	become rectangles. When


	people found them, they still


	gathered and ate them. The







	people who hunched over


	their apples were far away.


	But the sounds of their


	chewing were over here. On







	a clear day, all the sounds fit


	into the boxes. On any clear


	day, all my thinking fits into


	boxes that can’t be opened.







	What if our thinking was


	never meant to come out?


	If it only remains thinking


	within boxes?







	When out, it becomes


	weapons, takes on different


	shapes with sharp points.


	Today, there is no shortage







	of thinking but all the thinking


	is divided into portions.


	Today, I am hungry but all the


	portions are gone, there are







	only 48. On clear days


	there are only 48 birds,


	48 people, and 48


	houses. And 48 wars.







	And 48 apples.


	I keep counting grids.


	But no matter how


	I try, I still get







	6 dead Asian women who


	don’t fit into 48 boxes.


	All night, my thoughts are


	shaped like birds. In the







	morning, I lean in closer to the


	mirror and someone has


	drawn lines across my face.


	I realize that failure consists of







	both the outline and the


	outlined. That lines are


	not meant to hold in


	our emptiness.
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Song, 1962



Even though I could multiply 48 by 8 to get 384 rectangles, I still counted them one by one. The first time, I counted 383, the second time 386, the third time and all the times after, I couldn’t count past my age. Once in a museum, with my face an inch from Modigliani’s portrait of Beatrice Hastings, a man ran up to me so fast, I only remember the way his hair smelled like incense. Stay one foot away please, he said. He was breathing so hard that I thought he knew that I had wanted to die just that morning. And that his hand touching my arm was meant to keep me from jumping off the balcony. When he left, I looked at the painting with the elongated thin nose, the distorted almond eyes, the orange-red cheeks and saw my own face, in fragments, on a pavement, looking up at the sky. And then it rained all the rumors off my face. And then the wind blew everything but my expression away.
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Untitled #3, 1994



Our souls walked ahead of us as we passed Calder mobiles and twisted metal by Picasso. I couldn’t tell if the lights in the ceiling


were shining on us or the paintings. Agnes’s painting wasn’t on view. We had wandered the whole museum trying to find it. By


the time we found the area, we had divested ourselves so we were nothing but our desire. Depression is like this, how we


wander while trying to locate it but how the wandering itself is depression. When we finally found the room, a velvet rope


kept us from entering. I stood behind the rope and felt the melancholy of the room come out to greet my melancholy. I


was tempted to take its crudeness and divide it into rectangles. But the attendant told me that I needed to keep my depression


separate from the room’s depression. I realized that I needed to return on a day when I too could rope off my sadness.



Mountain, 1960



Agnes tells us to hold our minds empty and tranquil as they are, and recognize our feelings at the same time.


I want to ask Agnes how to do both at once. When my mind is empty, the feelings are gone. When the feelings are here, my tranquility


is gone. What happens when the mind separates from the feelings, when all I have left are feelings, when the feelings are ahead of everything, even the


pain it represents? I can’t remember when the outside flesh became our only flesh. When our minds could no longer be minds, could no longer be held still except


by other people’s eyes. I have given my mind away. When I ask for it back, I’m handed something round and dead, but adorned with flashing lights. What’s left is not tranquil.


What’s left are feelings that can only fit through a thin straw. Meaning they must be small, in pieces, and consumable. Maybe the present is so loud because we grow up thinking the future


is possible, but soon realize we are estranged from it, just as we are estranged from the ocean.
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Summer, 1964



There are 1,645 boxes. Inside each box is a small white dot. On some days, the dot looks like a dot. On other days, each dot is one of my tears. 1,645 tears in the last week. Mary Ruefle kept a cryalog. My log is here, in these squares. I now know that tears aren’t stillborn. In Chinese, [image: Illustration] is different from [image: Illustration]. The first means heart hurts. The second means heart inside is uncomfortable. In English, we say my heart aches. In every language, the heart can be in pain. But the heart doesn’t feel pain. It is not a small mammal. Tears do not come from the heart. They do not come from the eyes, or the body. They come from outside of us like time, from one large repository, which is why we cry when other people cry. In this way, tears are communal. We depend on each other for our sadness.
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