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FOR THE FIRST TWO YEARS A PERSON’S WHOLE BODY

For the first two years, a person’s whole body is a right-handed person’s 
    left hand. 
Between two and six, the “left-handedness” is funneled into what’s in 
    fact the left hand.

The left-handedness coalesces there. Expelled from Paradise, it pitches 
    camp. 
And there it forgets it was instituted of God in the time of man’s 
    innocency.

It was, after all, instituted of God, so why must the mistake-making 
    faculty 
be always so ashamed, so ready to be punished? Why must it play the 
    wallflower?

I was like Margery Kempe: I lay on my side to pray. I answered my 
    husband 
I would much rather die than consent to any “fleshly communing.”

I would rather his head be struck off, or even for the world to end. 
And if that’s a mistake, it is mine; I can’t be rid of it by cutting off a part.

Si tu mano derecha te hace pecar, córtatela y arrójala. My manner of prayer 
was to listen to God—listen, and answer in tears. He said:—

I am not three. I am not a family. I am not a beautiful human face. 
When you gaze at your painted Jesus, you have your back to me.
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I reply: “Poor fool and knave, there’s one part in my heart that’s sorry 
    yet for thee,”—
the fool being my left hand, and the knave my right. The evil-doer and 
    the bungler . . . 

❧
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A CELTIC KNOT WITH ITS LACES CINCHED

I balanced a sword on my head, dropped to my knees and earnestly 
    vowed
I would never again apologize on command.

I am done with Apology Culture, done with tendering and accepting. 
If I’m commanded, I refuse; forced to listen, I stop my ears.

That place on the plate for the cup? that crater-like shallow socket—?
Its grip on the cup is comparable to my grip on social reality.

And if it doesn’t always work? well! and why should we be surprised?
If it worked every time, you could hardly call it magic.

If it works every time, it’s physics and contractual obligation.
A Celtic knot with its laces cinched can never be an emblem for magic.

And check out that fancy little fucker steppin’ ahead there—!
The bestselling poet in America, with the morals of a drug addict.

And putting thát struggling cat in the hall is like trying to shove a bunch 
    of feathers
into the roaring face of an auditorium fan.

The cat dematerializes and reappears behind you.
Ungatherable, a galaxy of swirling feline hydrogen.

—And what do you think, Subhuti? Is this the pollution of the ideal?
—Bhagavan, by no means is this the pollution of the ideal.



7

For every bragging wretch, the world will hunt up an adventurous girl.
Oh, you self-appointed trickster god, you will never lack a girl.

You’ll never lack a girl, and lightning never lacks a target. Anatha-
madrid has sent you a text message. It says Don’t get on that plane. 

❧
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WE WOULD RENOUNCE THE SELF COMPLETELY 

We would renounce the self completely, if only we knew it would “take.”
We are willing enough to be nothing. We don’t want to be a residue.

We look back on the Middle Ages and say they could not read.
One day we’ll be somebody’s Middle Ages; they’ll say we could not read.

To be famous, to be talked about—these are like a Classical education.
One of those things we have to achieve, the better to renounce them.

The same thing that counts as a job well done | throws somebody else 
    out of work.
And for every scientific advance we have to pay | to junk the old 
    equipment.

“Savor pleasure and shun pain”—there’s the old mistake.
For, why must we always scorn the plentiful in favor of the rare?

You wanna win every argument? Have a look at an onion.
For, the bricklayer of that minaret knew how to stack in perfect circles.

Show me no more equations, for I shall no longer discuss mathematics
with persons for whom solutions are found by recourse to numbers;—

Oh, when shall I ever be better understood than I am, right this moment?
Raffi, try never! For only in the present moment have I found my reader. 

❧
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EVERY NUMBER’S A LIAR

If you had a million quarters, you’d have a quarter of a million dollars.
But a roll of quarters is just twenty bucks, and an empty hand is a debt.

We all love that classic story—not that we care about Christmas.
We like the idea that a man is his watch, and that a woman (his wife) is 
    her hair.

If you are twenty-one today, kid, this is not your twenty-first year.
And this is your third, not your second decade. Get it? Every number’s 
    a liar.

You ask me if it rings a bell? It does. It does, but just barely.
It rings a bell the size of a Christmas light, on the other side of the 
    parking garage.

I remember making a delivery, coming up a hill, and hearing sirens.
The other side of the road was a perfect rush-hour log jam;—

Suddenly, two ambulances blow by me, going the wrong way, on my side 
    of the road.
Shot by me, to my right and left: they were driving on the wrong side 
    of the road!

If I had been in either of their lanes, when those two ambulances crested 
    that hill,
I would be molecules now. I’d be particles. And you, Raffi, would be me. 

❧
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LIKE A CLOUD ABOVE A RAVINE

Like a cloud above a ravine is the hell you already know:
that sublime work of the imagination by Dante Alighieri. 

But the rain that falls from that cloud is not made up of human souls. 
It rains, and the rain funnels down into the something-other-than-human 
    sewer.

Look how a Chinese writing brush ends in a cone of rigid horsehair. 
Loaded with ink, the cone will flex, will leave a wet trench in the rice 
    paper.

It will leave an attractive trench, and the daylight sucked into the ink 
will give it a reflective “shine dot”—like looking into an animal’s eye.

Which of you has looked into the looking-up eyes of a hair-trigger fox? 
A backyard fox or a campsite coyote: Daoist, unintelligible, brave  . . .

Which of you knows how not to part the pebble on the beach from its 
    colors? 
The songbird from its social network? the fruit from its multifaceted 
    peel?

Oh, that sugary piece of phosphorus in its form-fitted velvet casing! 
That ancient Egyptian sarcophagus meant | to be opened from the inside.

And each seed-bearing fruit has an atmosphere. Each has its several moons,
has tides (subject to gravity), changing weather, lunar eclipses . . .
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But should an arrow suddenly snatch the waiting pomegranate out of 
    your hand, 
if it snatches the cap off your head, recall: its circuit has only begun . . .

For the arrow of the luckless archer returns to the middle of his or her 
    back. 
There, between athletic shoulder blades, is a diploma tube full of arrows.

Is a diploma tube full of arrows, and so | it is time for graduation. 
The genie’s gone back to his bottle; the devils to their fallow hells.

And the Chinese writing brush, and the cloud above the ravine (wherein 
the charged particles have sorted themselves along their up-and-down 
    axis),

and the looking-up eyes of the fox, and the sarcophagus, and the campsite
are irreducible to a system, are each of them floating over a void.

Truly: “All hells and hierarchies are works of the imagination.” And 
    equally: 
“It is not the part of the Daoist sage to conjure meaningless hells.” 

❧
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DROP-MENU SCHEDULING CALENDAR WITH 
ONLY ONE BLACK-OUT DATE

When he took me out with his people, you could see he was ashamed 
    of me.
The next youngest guy there was twenty years older than I.

Observe the parent bird strangely urging | her babies from the nest.
The poet’s eye is a mother bird, and the tears are jumping off his cheeks!

Come, Corydon, forget your Alexis. Forget Amaryllis’s moods.
For this emphasis on sensual pleasure betrays your will to revenge.

The pursuit of knowledge is always a screen. Likewise, the asking advice.
People are poets. They just like to see certain themes being handled.

But if the artifact does not mean a thing until the maker is safely dead,
what are the audiences experiencing as I stand here and recite?

I have sixteen personalities, if each of my moods counts. And I
have no personality at all, if you’re expecting consistency.

The serpent moves quickly, Palæmon. Its head is a den of thieves.
Look how the sentinels inside are slightly | parting the metallic curtains!

How appalling it is, in childhood, seeing that beautiful male brutes
quite frequently, without any study, are masters of magical speech.

How appalling it is, in childhood, to be so often made to admit
that the lethal force of language is in the keeping of the oversexed.
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I have no last words nor any last wish. Vive la différence!
Oh, but Tityrus, before I go, let us share a bowl of wine.

Let us share a bowl, Tityrus. Your Melibœus must be on his way.
I’m off to the wrong airport: 4th of July, 2048. 

❧


