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[ A Note ]


At the end of this book there is a rolling endnote called “Correction.” It sets right much—almost certainly not all—of what between here and there I get wrong. It runs to twenty-one pages. It may still be running.


Susceptibility to error is a hazard inherent to Proxies. From the beginning (the first of these single-subject essays were written in 2009 and the majority were written in the years 2013–15), I decided on a total suppression of recourse to other authoritative sources. I wrote these essays with the internet off. I determined not to review again the books and other works I consulted in memory, and I did not stop thinking through the subject at hand to verify assertions or ground speculation or firm up approximations. Que sais-je?, Montaigne asked his library shelves one day late in the sixteenth century, and increasingly that seems a good start.


Having determined that this would be unresearched essaying, analytic but nonacademic, I was almost immediately drawn to a second constraint—or, better, invitation: to stay with the subject until it gives onto an area of personal uneasiness, a site of vulnerability, and keep unpacking from there. The formula I found for titling the individual essays was generated very early on, to operate this request of self. Clumsy as it may be, I claim as part of a personal sortilege a devotion to the words I had bannered across the top of each new developing piece, an invocation of sorts, a ritual. Permitting shame, error and guilt…


Proxies changed as I changed. The uniformity of this repeatable experiment, as described, ended up providing a frame for variation, expansion over time. I’ve kept the essays in the order I wrote them, more or less—whatever development can be tracked may correspond to what might be called a self. They are not the same thing. This is a book braver than I am.


A proxy in one sense is a position: a stand-in, an agent, an avatar, a functionary, and I am acquainted with the office. I have been stepson, house sitter, replacement faculty, liaison, trustee, interim director, secretary, adjunct, sub, temp, warm body, and for a short while acting editor of The Prostate—I still have the letterhead. Whose office is this? is a deputy’s question to answer, a tricky one, and also On whose behalf; on what authority do you have it?


In sciences I think proxy additionally expresses a kind of concession to imprecision, a failure. It’s the word for a subject you choose to study to produce data that can approximate the data you’d get from the actual, desired subject, if it were not prohibitively hard to apprehend.


If that’s not entirely accurate, it’s close.




On Owls
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Finally I went, after many years of wanting to—of telling people about the place—at age twenty-one or so, to the raptor center outside Charlotte, my hometown, on a date, with a boy, the second boy I ever slept with. Had I waited for the boy love phase of my life to realize? He had an interest in falconry, which conjoined with his collector’s interest in swords and scabbards, as anyone who entered his bedroom on Ideal Way could readily discern. I met him surreptitiously at my stepfather’s fiftieth birthday dinner (he was the waiter) and would drive down from Chapel Hill to be with him, a year or two younger than I. I barely knew what I wanted from him, beyond the conspiratorial audacity of his returned interest when I trailed him to the parking lot. I had loved the way he looked at me and received the thread of challenge in the eyes. I remember there were bricks arranged in a sunburst around a sort of monument in the middle of the raptor center, which was mostly outdoors (contrary to my expectations), and they were named for donors whose moderate interest in and support for birds of prey could be immortalized. One brick one donor: I was so late to the metaphor I appreciated it. It was 1995. I bought someone a brick for a gift but I can’t remember who. It wasn’t Greg, I don’t think. Their captivity was mostly rehabilitative—the large, clean, wooded, lidded cages were full of injured birds, falcons the smallest and commonest. I’m sure there was an owl. Time was what they needed. Time was what needed doing.


If there was an owl, it was still. Owls are best known to me by their frightening fixity. Why is a still thing upsetting? Because it might move. Also, iconographically—that is, reductively, in caricature—owls have a concentricity about their feathery faces, circles around the circles of their eyes. I wrote a poem about not sleeping with a man who had given me ecstasy once, about putting my pants on in the east Manhattan morning, and I used the term little professor in it, in caricature. Little Professor is a children’s game with an owl as its logo, plastic and circular and orange like the Seventies.


“The Owl in the Sarcophagus” is a poem by Wallace Stevens that I have read but cannot remember well, probably not much about either an owl or a sarcophagus, though in its title it draws the ready sensation of a fable or else a science fiction story. The titular owl fits into the sarcophagus, and sarcophagus like geophagy may contain the root of the word to eat and there is a sense that the sarcophagus—capable presumably of surrounding or containing the owl—may also devour it. A sarcophagus seems to me a better word for a cocoon, but it is a coffin. The owl is alone, in the sarcophagus, and alone in Stevens, where there are many birds, all of whom appear in flocks or in patchy families, gathering of a sudden with their southern color in an otherwise bare northern tree, changing it with a flourish, in a flourish by which Stevens often means powers of attention or imagination. An owl has a different kind of attention than Stevens has. She will not break it after boredom comes. An owl does not bore, as long as it lives.


The frightening owl my mother sends in a picture text on her camera phone seems impossibly large and threatening, training its stare at first my mother and then me. The note she writes says “it let me get within five feet.” Was she seeking its yellow-eyed counsel? When I finally write back I ask about its wingspan, because I suppose I want to imagine the moment after its permission is withdrawn, I want to imagine this bird flown.




On Completism
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My ex-boyfriend Doug uses the word in describing himself, completist, the way I used to and still sometimes call myself a revivalist or a scopophilic, for me because I like a summarial word that takes care of identity, subsuming identity into character, as my friend Aaron might say—though often I misconstrue what Aaron might say on the subject of character—making myself a member or even an exemplar of a type. There’s a kind of joke in it on complexity—I reduce myself to a kind, and because my true nature is contrarianism (I am a contrarian, but not merely a contrarian, for again I am additionally a complexifier) and I bristle at definitive limits, it is perverse I should be drawn to the elegance of category: one goes into one once, no remainder on the roof. I typify scopophilia because I like to watch something in secret, and I might leave it at that, painful (and therefore pleasurable) as it is not to modify or complicate that appraisal. Doug is a completist, he will say, to anyone reviewing his cd collection—he has all the New Order albums, and is collecting everything recorded at Factory Records, Manchester. He keeps together the stubs of each month’s power, phone, and Direct TV bills, respectively; he has a box of years of Interview magazine, a collection which Warhol would surely have commended and indeed anticipated.


Completism has this to do with death or the death drive. Life is in the commonest measure a duration, experientially incremental and final only when finished, and it is easy to be persuaded by Barbara Hernnstein-Smith or Jean Baudrillard or someone who has done the reasoning to see matters of aesthetics as appreciation of part-whole relations, the analogy an easy one, but real I suppose. The completist, upon obtaining the Mike Schmidt third baseman card, may claim then to have in his collection the entire set of 1981 Philadelphia Phillies player trading cards. The achievement therein is that a comprehensive perspective has been prepared, a panorama in miniature, a panorama ne plus ultra. The completist can see all at once the entirety of the 1981 Philadelphia Phillies club and so has looked upon his own death. That is, he has done the advance work sufficiently to pull out widely enough to see the thing in whole. He even has the manager’s card, Sparky Anderson or Whitey Herzog, and can review the full measure of the set, soup to nuts.


The completist’s real joy comes in the ability to withdraw one member of the set and behold it singly, snugly comforted by the comprehension that it has a place in the lineup, a positional belonging. It oscillates in isolation between object and component, and the overseeing consciousness to whom this is true rests confident in the knowledge that this cannot be disputed. I have used the word overseeing, and the word panorama, and certainly the completist is a god, a just and benign one, since his plenary dominion wants nothing.


My failure continually to complete anything is not, as logic may indicate, a fear of death, but—to the contrary—a fear of life. When I back away from a poem I back away at that exceptional moment it begins to come together under my attentions and other slants of propitious light. The deepest breakthrough I have experienced thus far with Emery Jones, LCPC, of Missoula, Montana, is that when I cried so much as a child, nearly daily until fourth grade, it was often because I had been touched by something or demanded by something and had felt the sudden reality of my presence and then the deep shame—particularly in an embrace with a kind or alarmed adult—that theretofore I had been something (and on purpose, by choice), something other than alive.




On Sardines




Permitting Shame, Error and Guilt, Myself the Single Source




Sardines is or was a hiding game that accommodates multiple players and represents a significant improvement on hide-and-seek—or, rather a developmental advancement—as it introduces the social and psychosexual into the foundational game of independence rehearsal whose basic rudiments are absence, reassurance, detection, and self-concealment. The child who experiences in hide-and-seek the rueful pleasure of empathic superimposition (“she will never find me here”) is a candidate for Sardines. Sardines builds into the familiar format the stirring new elements of conspiracy, refuge, betrayal, gratification deferral, cultural assimilation, and sustained bodily contact.


One person hides and everyone else, each member of the search party, is It, a party whose number dwindles as, upon discovery of the chosen hiding place, a searcher suppresses any paroxysm of triumph and covertly joins the hidden party, cramming himself silently into the closet or crawlspace, in effect turncoating his detective affiliation to steal away for safe haven, to become a refugee among refugees. The shared hideout toward the end of a round of Sardines is a squirming mass of maximally compressed, clinging bodies in the dark trying not to laugh or breathe audibly until the final discovery is made and the game has its villainous loser, on whom the constriction of frozen postures and half erections and self-estimations and collective suspense outpours and unburdens itself, spilling and showering around him the loud relief—real for some and feigned by others—of unstrung individualities distinct again and reviewing comparatively their dismay. It is a game of early adolescence.


Ordained confinement wherein embrace is organized as a situational necessity is recognizably the ground floor of my erotic imagination. My early fantasies and even dreams were perforce arrangements of closeness with boys, ingenious scenarios that late Cold-War tropes helped to prepare: root cellars during a tornado scare, bomb shelters, prisoners’ quarters, deep dry wells, or dens within caves demanded that another haplessly subterranean boy whose form I could barely make out in the pitch black must stand or lie squarely against me. Endless stimulation in the fort-da wiggle room between speculation and the highly conditional permission to touch: Does he feel what I feel? and then, We have no choice, we have to be like this. Experience finally suggested that unconscious invention of such imperatives is common within culturally abhorrent sexuality. In the homoerotic film Brothers of the Head, by Lou Pepe and Keith Fulton, the metaphor is precisely exteriorized: conjoined twins inseparable at the torso have grown into young adulthood in early Eighties downtrodden industrial England and fashion themselves as a punk duo, shirtless and indignant onstage and with the prurient press, wrapping their arms around one another, turning from the spotlights so that the mouth of one is ever whispering distance from the ear of the other, because (what if, so what) they have to.


“Because we have to” is a construct different from the fresh “because we can” punchline of sexual liberation. It values freedom differently, and is implicitly defensive, defensible. The identity-political same-sex Eighties, backing itself into the corner of legitimacy, begs the pardon of its ruling fathers by a civil means. It happened within each body: think of each body listening, at the cultural culmination of confinement erotics in the Reagan-Thatcher era, the famous double live album 101 by industrial band Depeche Mode, drenchingly and reverberantly sinister—replete with sounds of hydraulic releases, chain pulleys, and vise cranks—when the chamber endgame atmosphere is distilled for the ballad “Somebody,” which details a fantasy of complete intimacy with some specular somebody imaginable and fully other, and which ends, “In a place like this, I’ll get away with it.” The rapt crowd is thick, aroused, blandished, sanctioned, beside themselves before the lickerish bouquet.




On Br’er Rabbit
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Br’er was a trouble word in early 1980s North Carolina, for a working class white boy who knew from picture books what rabbits and foxes and bears were, who knew too that “brother” was a nonfamilial term belonging to male junior members not yet “elder” in the church, but who had problems pronouncing his r’s, even the antagonizing ones in his own name and home, Brian Overby of Rural Hall. I troubled, too, over what the word indicated and how it functioned, since it was suggestive of a name and thereby in a different category, I had imputed, from words with meanings you could ask for, but had none of the singularity of a name—like Friar Tuck, I would’ve said—specific to one person alone; it was given to Rabbit and Fox and Bear alike. If it was a rank, like deputy, then it begged more questions, as to why Br’er Bear or Br’er Fox had license to discipline Br’er Rabbit in the stories. Br’er was a word I grouped by appearance and sound with ne’er and where’er from the Old School Hymnal we sang from in church and it shared therefore a whiff of vinegary bygones and preternatural power I had learned (by transgressing the sacrosanct) to leave be. If pressed, I might have estimated that “br’er” was an alternate presentation of the briars Rabbit made his home, but I also suspected it indicated a special kind (that is, qualitatively different from the familiar species) of rabbit, bear, and fox, an inversion somehow of those creatures—like werewolves.


Otherness was, of course—ever since their white and self-appointed amanuensis Joel Chandler Harris had copied and popularized the African trickster narratives that had survived among enslaved populations in Georgia—as inseparable from the Uncle Remus stories as Br’er Rabbit’s fists were from the Tar Baby. But, by the time I was considering them, their alterity had been compounded by a century more of racism and contentious integration to the degree that, somewhat early on, I understood the lesson of that particular fable to be: Engagement of the latent problem—on the grounds that even its mute presence disturbs you—will only prove your sticky complicitness in the trouble. It was reasonably a parable about the races in the South after slavery, divisive but unstable, as several things complicated the fashion in which, for generations, white children were supposed to be interpellated by Uncle Remus, listening at his feet. For one, it was easy to appreciate that tar baby had become a slur (even more insidious, because more comprehensible, than picaninny, still prevalent in my childhood) before ever reading the story, and the key question was whether Br’er Rabbit was black—since his inextricability from the form of the tar baby figure would logically have suggested he was white—whether Rabbit and Bear and Fox were each black, all black, that is, whether “br’er” meant black, a question I worked over and did not ask.


The “briar patch,” too, as cultural meme, history made unsteady, for while it conveys admiration of wiliness and reverse psychology, its other suggestion is perilous: that discipline founders either when it aims to, or else when it fails to, select the captive’s nightmare experience. I had been pitched into the briar patch, it was acknowledged, whenever my punishment was solitude, to which I was happily accustomed (“I live here!” was the episode’s conclusion), concluding too the conscious performance of the parent-captor as bad disciplinarian, or good master. “That’s mighty white of you,” my mother might say to my father when he offered to stack his plate and saucer but not to take them to the sink or wash them. Subtending familial relationships in Southern white households then with narrow perspectives, weakened heritage, and no initiative beyond economic betterment was the master-servant template, demanding allegiance and compliance, expecting parry and subterfuge, and rehearsing moreover Old South subject positions, casually racist in their ventriloquism and chilling anachronism.


Kenny Stewart, my neighbor, an older boy whom I adulated at age seven or eight, was the first person ever to ask me whether I was a Christian. I can remember having no response, even as he elaborated his query, ashamed not to know that a Primitive Baptist was a Christian. His mother, who agreed to look after me afternoons, instructed me to say “urinate” when I needed to pee, and brought me along for her children’s piano lessons, horseback riding lessons, and even their famous family reunions, where I was the only white kid running around Freedom Park. It was this family, whose healthy civility afforded a place for me, who brought my identities out, who brought me up in the contrastive open, where I might draw the line for myself later, not long after, when my uncle introduced me to another kind like him as a “good ol’ boy” and I knew the voucher was as bogus as the impunity it was meant to purchase, even if I stood in the new difference mute as a tar doll.




On Foot Washing
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Foot washing is a sacrament in Protestant orders that understand the Bible as the word of God, including the Old Particular Baptists and the Primitive Baptists, especially in the Piedmont and Appalachian regions from Pennsylvania to Georgia. In the Primitive Baptist churches I grew up in, the ritual was part of an annual communion. After a short sermon or reading from scripture—I think there is a story in which Christ humbles himself to wash the feet even of the apostles who would soon betray him and enjoins others to such humility—the members of the church would rise to sing hymns, called out by title or hymnal page number, and a procession would begin in an orderly fashion such that, sister with sister, and brother with brother, a pair would form and a wash basin would be chosen to fill with warm water. With two small white towels the partners would sit on and kneel before the front pew and alternate soaping and rinsing the feet of the other. It was touching to watch an elder and younger man exchange the service, lean and muscular, gnarly and horned. Maybe ten basins were in use at a time, and everyone else kept up the singing while the pair worked silently. I sang the lyrics of “Palms of Victory” or “Come Unto Me,” watching every grimace and blush on my mother’s face with her slender feet in the old woman’s hands the last time. A thirteen year-old knows his single mother’s foot. An 8½ narrow: back when a Naturalizer salesman would bring his shoehorn and ramp-stool over to straddle his customer’s fitting.


To wash one’s own feet independent of the rest of the body, and even to wash the feet of others, was not an unusual act in the time and place Jesus Christ lived, in an economy of hospitality, Greek in origin. He and his friends wore sandals, of course, and customarily the feet were the most unclean part of anyone entering a home, particularly travelers. Was that the function of the first foyer, the anteroom? Odysseus, dressed as the beggar back at Ithaca, was recognized by the scar on his leg when the old nurse was cleaning his feet. A warm foot bath was a welcome, and for a friend to give one to a fellow friend was perhaps a tenderness. Reciprocity was at the heart of it. Not to return the favor was to upset a balance. It may well be that, originally, “the shoe was on the other foot” when an erstwhile guest held his former host’s upon repayment of a visit. Somewhere Guy Davenport must have an annotated bibliography on the topic, tracking it homosocially through art and literature.


In Greek drama it was even more honorable to wash a horrible foot, a putrid foot. In Philoctetes, the ogre has been exiled on his island on account of a deception rooted in foot disgust. His fellow sailors led their wounded, festering compatriot ashore and sneaked back to the boat slip without him, unable any longer to abide the smell of his rank, diseased, accursed foot. But the play concerns a second deception in which a young honorable man is enlisted, by Odysseus, to gain Philoctetes’ trust, to hear his laments and sympathize, to enter his cave and tolerate the stench—and then snatch the ogre’s magic bow when he is seized again predictably by foot pain. Because the young man’s sympathy is real, his guile is tested. Nonetheless he executes the plan and procures the treasured bow for Odysseus in the wings. It is for Philoctetes as though the first betrayal was reopened. Whatever psychic detachment from his own extremity he had managed is annihilated. His relationship with his own living rot, we know then, will only grow more shameful. And Odysseus, elsewhere the revenant hero, messiah incognito, is here a craven opportunist, whose villainy, equally, is detachment from shame.


When my stepfather Frank, in a torrent of spite and fury, humiliates my mother in the company of family or friends, over dinner or in his own hospital room, as he does regularly, relentlessly, set off by her miscomprehension of something or an oversight he has discovered, the room is stunned, shaken. There is nothing like it. Mortification is arresting for everyone present. However nefarious or admirable his other dealings may have been, the great disgrace of his life will have been his terrorism of the one devoted to him. The lasting shame of mine was enduring it by detaching from it. I left when I was seventeen, five years into their marriage, and I visit as seldom as I feel I can.


Frank has had, for five or six years now, a chronic wound on the sole of his right foot, a condition not uncommon to advanced type 2 diabetics like himself. Bones in his feet are gradually crumbling and splaying, and abrasions form. Charcot Syndrome. Because of the related impaired circulation and complete localized nerve loss, there is no pain, but there is constant danger of necrosis and toxic shock. The wound on his sole has intermittently wept and cracked and granulated for years, but never closed, despite a number of stimulative water and pressure and debridement treatments, and its inability to heal is the single reason he has been prohibited the kidney transplant for which he arranged a donor long ago but for which he would need to be infection-free during post-operative immunosuppresion therapy. The aperture of his wound has varied from dime to half-dollar size and I have seen it three or four inches deep. Even then, it was frightfully clean, like a throat.


My mother cleans it, every evening, after dinner, after the dishes. She has a kit, a kind of carpet bag, with gloves and sprays and brushes and ointments and individually wrapped antiseptic wipes. He lifts his heavy leg to the butcher block table in their kitchen, and her movements are quicker and rougher than you might imagine, though her concentration is intense. She wipes the gullet of it, and the rim, she gets it to granulate. After twenty-five years of marriage she knows this part of his body best. He hasn’t ever really seen it. Often, during, feeling nothing, he watches television.
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When Helen Keller returns from the wellhouse with Miss Sullivan, she resists her teacher’s escort and runs ahead to the house in my mind’s eye, on bare, mosquito-bitten eleven-year-old legs, her hair a mess, in the hot thick summer of 1870s Tuscumbia, Alabama. She is euphoric. The most crucial event in her life had just happened. Or was still happening, revealing itself, like a slow burst, a bloom. Eleanor Wilner has a poem about the morning, a poem that ought to be called “Openness Happens in the Midst of Being” though that is the title of a Norman Dubie poem that seeks to evoke something of Heidegger and depends like a lot of those wry male domestic poems of the Seventies on the unlikeliness of the allusion, since it is about a couple watching a storm coming on, a deer crossing a lawn. Keller’s experience seems categorically one in which, in Heideggerian terms, she is “thrown” into being. Walker Percy goes so far, in an essay called “The Delta Factor,” to suggest that what happened in the wellhouse and for the rest of that day is that Helen Keller became a human being. The event began this way: in an instant, after months, she was able to comprehend that w-a-t-e-r, the word traced by Miss Sullivan in her one hand, was in some sense water the substance, pouring over her other. An imputed relation was hers to make. Had been an animal, became a human being. Had been an organism whose responses to stimuli could be observed; became an autocratic, creative, complex person capable of abstract thought, capable, in language, of propositionizing. The key component of language acquisition.


When I tell him what this one is about, my boyfriend John raises his eyebrows to ask if I mean propositioning. I know; it seems like there should be a better noun form. I think even in Roman Jakobson it’s a term revived from farther back. It may be the whole concept is in disfavor, like ontogeny recapitulating phylogeny, like Heideggerian ontology. It’s structural: the opposite of apposition in speech, I think; a proposition says something about something.


Percy’s essay about language and its relationship to consciousness pays close attention to the way Keller explains her day in The Story of My Life, which she wrote when she was in her thirties. When she burst into the house, she was, she says, alive with the realization that all things and people had names, equivalences in language: sister, teacher, spoon, cat, doll. The doll she had earlier thrown in a tantrum she now held like a treasure, and was sorry for what she had done. She says that the knowledge she attained that day was discovery, but felt more like remembering, recapturing something that had been in oblivion before. Sorry for what she had done, bespeaking the new valuation of doll now that it had a tag by which she could retrieve it, is interesting, but sounds fishily pious, mixed in with shame at one’s own behavior, and is likely the effect of Christian moralism, which in both her home and the Perkins School was doctrine. But, discovering as though remembering: that sounds spiritual rather than religious. It sounds Heideggerian. What Helen Keller gained was not the mere equivalence of names to objects and persons (and later concepts and states and actions); it was the power the other languaged humans have—to propose relationships among things, to formulate about things, to recast them; and the things themselves need not even be present. A spoon emerges from water with water in it. The doll that teacher loved Helen shall hide and apologize. Quiet and clean are sisters. This is propositionizing, in linguistics. This is the productivity of language, as Noam Chomsky called it, singularly human. This may be what explains the relatively rapid major increase in brain size and neural demand in early hominids two million years ago. This is in language what Donald Winnicott insisted remain free in childhood play, our remake of our surroundings, our exercise of independence. This is what Aristotle mistrusted in poets, makers; we cannot leave things alone. We say what we like. There is a given world and then most of us graduate into a second given, an abstract realm where all of the entities of the given world are players that we can bring into transactive arrangements in sentences, by their names. Standing to reason is only one position. That was a proposition.


The upshot of Helen Keller’s account and the reason I have taught the long Percy essay four or five times at the beginning of poetry courses even though it makes no mention of poetry is that Helen—who writes that in her crib that night she was wakeful, alive with possibility for the first time—had been altered constitutively by the ability to put words into play. So have we all been. Keller’s developmental passage into the propositionizing phase is uniquely accelerated (a prolepsis in arrears) and isolable. What do we mean when we say she “comes into her own?” How is it we each understand exactly what that means? To arrive anew into one’s birthright, one’s selfhood? Roland Barthes uses nearly the same quivering expression as Keller, writing about the pleasure of choosing a word, not for its fitness or this or that sonorous or rich quality but for its “vibrating” potential, a “future praxis,” its readiness to be “put into play” with others. I quote him directly on the syllabi, and Muriel Rukeyser, who says about one’s first formative poem reading experience, connecting with its “multiple time sense,” that it is discovery that feels like recognition, that such backward-reaching experiences of present time can even make one’s mortality recede. To those I sometimes add Thomas Traherne’s “The thought of the world whereby it is experienced is better than the world.” And, maybe, six pillows rendered by Albrecht Dürer five hundred years ago and a map of seven days walking on Dartmoor by Richard Long. Together, they’re like a personal sorcery. I suppose I am setting the stage for poetry to happen. Laying the propitious conditions for others to come into their own as though it were a return.


It can happen more than once, the return anew. Often you are permitted to return to a meadow. For instance, my boyfriend John is a poet, and I mark the exact moment I fell in love with him; it was a plunge I felt while reading a poem of his, a bracing little poem he had changed overnight, one of several in a manuscript. I had seen it the day before. We had had an exchange, and I made some remarks fielding and interpreting the associations and logic in the poem, in a shorthand we had developed in our exchange: “I like the strangeness of the question, Why are you always so vulnerable to be watched?…Wanting no one to find him is such an odd, sweet, macabre sort of overture. How does glitter help?…Love that higgledy mouth…Pick me up can also be as frequency and antennae do.” It changed me to read what came back; I saw what he had done and how fast, how brilliant. For one thing, the material of my notes had been reconstituted in the poems, and he was showing me there. There was this “you” in the poems who was being readied to admit himself something, being admitted to readiness. He and the speaker were lit alike. “Like a / missing its shade / lamp is why you /…are so always / vulnerable / to watching.” I recognized myself, in both senses. I was to myself re-known. “Show how you / are the first thermometer of the truck / flat sun, the jealous trees, the lemoning. Then / fuck on the side of the road.” Was that propositionizing? It was like remembering what I needed to live, admitting what I wanted: to share the joy of remaking the world. Had been a reader; became an addressee. Coming into myself, what could I do? It was already happening. I was learning everything mine already to know. John was my student. We were graduating.
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