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PROEM: AFTER GEORGE’S AXE WAS STOLEN





  I came back to camp at nightfall,
a scene that, wanting an object, had changed:
How old my dooryard pine had grown,
the woodpeckers having their way.
Above my lumber pile,
decay in a shimmer rose.




  I said aloud, “I ought to do something.”




  I heard the hidden owls’ redundancies,
but where was the nighthawk,
his solid bang of wing
as he fell like a heavy blade through a haze of mayflies?
Where were the mayflies?
Wood lice were turning my cabin’s timbers to lace.




  It was his, but he left it to me.




  Far off, the last of the logging trains.
I shouldn’t merely hug myself, I thought,
rocking back and forth
on this granite slab that the river slaps
and ceaselessly slaps
until one day it breaks through.




  I ought to go someplace.




  On this long shelf where water
expends itself as froth in the Giant Eddy
—where so often we sat while George sang
or told from his monumental store of stories
that made of life a shape:
all that motion, action!—




  I sat down and wept.




  Once I had saved the axe’s handle
from porcupines who fretted it for salt
and didn’t care to whom it belonged.
The head had such authority:
six pounds and a half of metal, forged to endure,
whatever the incidental




  sallies of rust, of rain gone acid.




  He’d brag on the heaps of railroad ties he could pile
in a single day,
out with axe and lantern before the dawn,
back after dark the same way,
for a whole long season
never to see his shack but under stars.




  Like this one.




  Air passed without resistance
through the kitchen corner
where the axe had stood for years,
used only so that my children might see
how it cleaved the staunchest stovewood
as if it were foam.




  Maybe that was it. Children.




  Who else would break in and take
no other thing that the world might value?
Unless it were someone else who loved him...
unless it were someone
who also sits just now,
things before his eyes transformed, dispersed,




  as a far locomotive faintly cries,




  and a boulder moon on the rise
behind a fragile shack and a gnarled pine
scatters these little star-like shapes
on ledge till it looks like a sieve-
wondering, “Where shall I go?”
wondering, “What shall I do?”
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THE BLAINVILLE TESTAMENT





  —for Mark Jarman and Robert McDowell




  I remember how that canny man Montaigne
wrote that all philosophy consists
in learning how to die. Not that to tell
this tale will be my death. But I want it right.
Nor that philosophy is what I’m after;
words, rather—the way that strung together




  they help things last. Or may. I put them here
because of late the spoken ones come hard,
for want of conversation and of breath.
It’s how they can both take and give back shape
I love. For much that we call love attaches
to eloquence in things, if you can catch it:




  Creases in a favorite pair of shoes.
A certain slant of light, as the White Nun said,
on winter afternoons. Or odors, timbres,
sounds. Whatever craves and begs translation.
Think of a favorite cup whose dents and scratches,
if you could merely find their proper order,




  make runic narrative of all your mornings.
Your chimney’s sibilants, whiffs of a bush.
Feel of your hand along a porch’s rail.
I have a special stake in this, you see.
You’ll see, that is, if I can rightly show
the things that I’ve attended all these years,




  and more important, what they’ve said to me
in spite of all my neighbors’ bleak assurance
that I would never comprehend this country.
“A lawyer!” so they huffed, “and from the city!”
I’m sick to death with all of that, as well
as with The Crab. And yet, although he prods,




  he is a friend. Or maybe he’s a she,
as the late insurance man (a lawyer, too)
lately put it: “Death is the mother of beauty,
within whose burning bosom we devise
our earthly mothers waiting, sleeplessly.”
Oh, I have memorized the fine devices!




  Lord knows my poor old-womanish bosom burns
and I’m sleepless here, mothering The Crab,
The Crab my mother. We get on together,
especially with the moon out there so brilliant.
We see across the meadows to The Bald Man,
and summon other forms as well — the spruces




  I once knew, the barred owls crouching in them.
Hardwoods too, their shadows on the snow,
there! and there! and there and there and there!
In mind, I travel through them, breathing cool,
as I did one winter to visit Billy Fields,
six months after Blainville cut him dead,




  except as a kind of allegoric figure,
referred to for the sake of local color.
If you’re from here, you’ll know just what I mean,
and what it’s meant to me, his confidant.
But if you’re not, you’ll want me to explain.
And I’ll oblige, since I am in no hurry,




  and since I’m not yet sure whom I write for.
It may be I address myself alone.
Should you take interest, though, then you must hear
—as I, arrived post facto, heard—of Mark.
Town legend calls him Billy’s Victim still,
a designation I’ll leave you to judge.




  This boy was smart, which word here signifies
something like handy, or quick to learn, or both.
He was among our first to drive a car,
the first to plumb or rig a house with light.
Others could hit a ball from plate to pond
as he could do, but only Mark would have




  some slick machine downcellar to make his bat!
He didn’t drink. He didn’t chew or curse,
and loved—a thing for local praise—to work.
Shiftless Brian Hart would ask him up
to his hunting camp on The Bald Man and pray for sleet,
so Mark, all cabin-feverish, would tend




  whatever needed fixing on Hart’s shack.
“Last fall was good,” joked Brian once. “It hailed.
The roof leaked through until he patched it up
with half a shingle and seven common nails!”
Mark grinned and kicked his boot-toe in the dust.
Hart’s trick had been no trick. Mark wasn’t fooled,




  just, as always, happy to oblige.
A paragon, in brief, in every sense—moving-
picture handsome, a hero’s posture,
teeth that might be wrought from dearest marble,
an automatic decency. He was
model and darling both. He had a way




  of knowing what to do to help a neighbor
before the neighbor knew. Especially elders.
Elsie Cammon’s cow once choked to death
on a backwoods apple. (Her fence was never much,
became a local trope: a man might say
“tight as Elsie’s fence,” if he meant loose.




  Though all was change then, still the region spoke
a language brightly eloquent of place,
of men and women working in the place,
though it was often mean, like “kind as Fields,”
or “Elsie’s face is rough as a bag of hammers,”
or—as I’ve heard—“windy as city lawyers....”)




  Billy went that day with Mark to see
the cow put underground. No one knows why.
I whose lawyer’s job it was to sort
Mark’s tiny leavings—I can say at least
the darkest rumor is a fantasy:
“murder for money?” There wasn’t any money!




  Whatever for, old Fields went out with Mark.
Mark had used a kind of home-made tractor
to drag the cow back further in the woods.
He’d ploughed a hole, and meant to roll her in.
How Billy cursed and grumbled at such waste
in telling me! But be that as it may,




  Mark was set to heave the poor beast in
when he dropped his brand-new watch in the brand-new grave.
(He’d had it in his shirt, according to Billy,
which struck the town as odd, to say it mildly.)
Mark jumped down to fetch it, the ground gave way,
and half a ton of beef fell in upon him.




  A radical story some here still expound
was that Billy shoved the cow. “At 79?”
So I would ask. “He moved eight hundred pounds?”
“Never mind. He shoved her with the tractor.”
(That he’d never seen a motor didn’t matter.)
The commoner accusation, less extreme,




  was that Billy sat and watched Mark bleed to death
from wounds the rib-bones made along his side.
The service that at last can fall to me
is letting Billy tell us his own version.
No one, while he lived, would ever ask it
face to face of him. And I’ve suppressed it
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