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for Sarah and Simon, always






I LOVE HEARING YOUR DREAMS


like those poems

I write in my sleep

and forget

the ones

that babble

some essential message

to the trees

I can only

walk toward

in that particular

dark I see

when I turn

away from the world

returning

I always

forget my best work

like those forgotten

poems your dreams

have no hidden

agenda to be wise

they are made

to be forgotten

so something

can be known

tonight I was woken

by a light passing

along our shade

I heard you cry out

you would not stop

until I gently

shook you

your eyes

in the ordinary light

through the window

were still yours

yet you wore

a distant face

not like

a mask at all

before you spoke

your face became

a son an animal

a chair

you looked as if

you just discovered

you were holding

keys to a lake

you could still

hear your parents

laughing they were

not yet married

on your face things

kept turning

into each other

pages left

in the wind

then I heard you

say it was

the strangest thing








IT WAS SUMMER. THE WIND BLEW


It was summer. The wind blew

away from me, and I stayed here thinking

about a certain mountain. Things got green

then forgot, and in their forgetting

remembered everything that was not

grass, or me. My son forgot

he could not swim, then emerged

tall as laughter, hidden

as the lesson in a song. He forgot

how to tie his shoes then

learned how to draw a face

and tie it to a string and run far off

into the place only he could go.

I chased him but he just grew larger.

For a week he became a carpenter,

hammering filled my heart. My heart

went to the hardware store and bought

all the napping spatulas. It was

summer, so I let them stay up

all night, or they let me.

We swung from the magnolia,

our great leaves fell, it remained

our friend. Each day was that same

sweet holiday that never ended

until the windows got soft. It was summer.

Candles came on like televisions.

That was the last time things were real.








MY GRANDMOTHER’S DICTIONARY


It must have arrived in the hands

of a salesman whose name

shall remain unrecorded. Let’s

call him the handsome stranger.

She saw him through the little

window next to the door

and knew although she did not

believe she believed in such

things she had loved him

in a former life. She gave him

a glass of her legendary tea

and let him go. My grandfather

was upstairs in the immaculate

attic where after they died

I found this typewriter

sleeping among old blueprints.

During the war he diagrammed

routes so trucks of soldiers

could arrive precisely in time

to wait for their orders. Or

he worked in parts. I don’t

remember. I can only picture

that afternoon he told me

exactly who he had been,

I hear the resigned

tone but not what he said,

I was as is my nature staring

out the kitchen window

thinking some great hypothesis

that could easily be disproved,

that day now lost in the book

no one can ever turn

around and read. This was

in a little town that was a harbor,

its restaurant a windmill

replica turning in no wind.

We never asked her why she

always stood in the darkest

part of any room. Once

she looked up from her

eternal soup long enough to say

to me, you really must remove

that terrible beard. What

is the name of that sort

of love? I want to look it up,

I think it comes from the Latin

for not knowing the Greek

for the particular quiet

of that afternoon I finally

gave in and picked up

the forbidden ceramic lion

from the shelf, it slipped

from my hands that already

trembled as they do today

and hit the very thick carpet

with a silent thud, exploding

into so many tiny pieces.

Out of the kitchen she came

with a broom and we both

pretended it was never there.

What is that sort of love?

The dictionary knows. I opened

it and found dust. I remember

it had a solitary gold stripe

across blue-grey fabric like a dress

you wear only once, by the sea.








THOUGHTS ON PUNCTUATION


Staple the ghost to the page

with your favorite symbol

and you might find out too much

or end up prosecuting

wind for lack of commitment

when it blows the clouds around

describe the wind with precision

torture it for a while

it will tell you what you know

sometimes I see the future

is just the past in a suit

that will never be in style

it wears your father’s trilby

shadowing a face that answers

you with a semicolon

linking unrelated facts

like a modern oracle

a conglomerate employs

when I rattle on like this

saying useless things are true

such as the Egyptians used marks

shaped like cats to divide words

please slap me with a hyphen

put me back on the shelf

next to that old wooden game

it had complicated rules

for diagramming our thoughts

about who we should become

so we could leave them behind

we played it one whole winter

so deeply absorbed we died

then were reborn as commas

happy to go on and on








TWO SLEEPS

for Mary Ruefle


When the other father

told his child

something will happen

in two sleeps

at first I didn’t understand

he meant something

comforting, time

passing with quick

ease, a way

to measure nights

numbered in unearned

peace. I just thought

of my own two sleepers,

who often wake,

waking me though

even in sleep

I am always

already awake

at that oddest hour

that does not end,

the crooked, unnumbered one.

Then they fall back

into their respective

oblivions. I lie

shrouded in this barge

that does not cross

the river, listening. No

music of the dead,

no wise silence,

no penultimate dream.

I just worry every particle

can now be counted,

that we are all caretakers

of a dying patient

named the self,

or the sea.

I lie here and worry

I am worrying about

all the wrong things

according to some system

I worry I myself created,

probably in my sleep.

It is very utterly dark.
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