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AFRAME FOR THE ANGELS

1. Sunday afternoon: sunlight blazes
Through icicles hanging halfway to the sills,
Brahms’ Violin Concerto enlarges
Our green livingroom, seeming to inform
And even possess the dazzled walls and windows.
Music and sunlight, the rug, chairs and piano,
Books row over row — as Heifetz plays
The tense cadenza, time itself becomes
A presence transforming everything in the room,
The icicles outside seem now to hang
In deep listening suspense, the rockingchair,
Intensely motionless, seems now to know
The life in chords flying about the room
Like molecules inside a heated beaker,
Until the silence, wherein I hear the drip,
Drip as the season falls from points of ice.
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2. Here two unearthly faces smile the same
Faint smile, and I smile back at them, at these
Winged women filled with the hush of loveliness,
These angels — saffron, rose, and gold — who tend
Our life on Earth. Four hundred difficult years
They've made the pure serene of soul look easy,
And behind the calm and ecstasy of what
Strange peace they know, the feathered wings provide
A limitless unneeded power, wings
The angels seem hardly to know they have.
One looks boldly, gently, out toward time,
The other slightly downward. Canvas and oils,
The female form, ideas about the world
And otherworlds and past and future lives:
I hold the print, and it holds me completely.
I brim now with the hum of what they are.

3. Perhaps I know enough to make a frame.
The angels require a wide border, a frame
Of dark Renaissance green edged with gold.
Boards, sandpaper, glue and nails, my hands
Guided now by that design, a way
To frame their knowledge, summoning the mood
Of blessedness, thoughts puffs of rose smoke
Floating across imagination’s gold
And grainy air, into a deepening green.
Chisel, square, mitre-box, stock and drill bits:
Exacting tools which measure a maker’s hands.
I measure its length and breadth, and then the print
Springs back into the scroll-like shape it’s held
For months now in a closet. Kneeling awhile
Over the stack of seasoned boards, squinting,
I choose one whose fragrant length is true.
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4. The sign above me said Moore’s Monuments Inc.,
And I knelt in its shadow, twelve years old,
Laboring at a polished granite surface
With bucket and brush and chemical solution.

I scrubbed weather-stains from nameless gravestones
For fifty cents an hour for old Tom Moore.

My father had no marker, his ashes blew

Over sand dunes. A hundred miles from there

I stared at the grey-black stone and saw my face
Below its surface, as vague and distant as

The memory of certain sounds, of surf,

My image moving where someone’s father’s name
Would be sandblasted beneath the fine vignette
Of leafy vines that represented life.

I scrubbed it harder, and as I worked I felt

My face rise to the surface, face to face.

5. On winter mornings I'd take the ashes out,
A bucket of ashes, the cold remains of all
The heat we'd had the day and night before.
Ashes are good for garden soil, I'd walk
Over ice-crusted snow past the woodshed,
Past the asparagus bed, the stalks brown now,
Sticking up through the snow like brittle fingers
Broken by wind and pointing every which-way.
I dumped the ashes onto the frozen snow,
Watching the silent stirrings of air begin
Streaking the white with plumes of dusty ash,
And thought of my father, thought of muddy spring.
My breath hung frozen before my face, I felt
My fingers stiff in my mittens. And I ran back —
My boots breaking the snowcrust, the empty bucket
Bumping my leg — tripping and stumbling back.
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6. Sometimes the things around me seem to whisper
Uncertain meanings, uncertain, but urgent as
A tired voice, far off, calling my name,
Calling, See how your wife’s fingers repeat
Bach’s fingers at the keyboard, See how your child
Stares out the window, See how your mother’s voice
Shivers along the telephone wires, See
The angel at Fatima Shrine, how her wings bear
The burden of snow, and snow dusting her eyes,
See how the block plane lifts a golden curl
Up from the board, and how the paring-knife curls
The apple peel, See how the child’s breath
Has fogged the pane, the faint circle of moisture
Shrinking, fading, until another breath
Enlarges it, a pulse, a tide, See how
You've tilted your head a little, seeming to hear.

7. The fathers have eaten a sour grape, and the children’s
Teeth are set on edge. 1 think of the sons
Of Abraham, Ishmael driven out
Along with his mother, wailing beneath a bush,
Isaac bent beneath the bundle of kindling,
Climbing, and him the sacrifice. Remember
Sitting high in the elm, or peering through
The picket fence at traffic whooshing by,
Remember your father’s solemn words, remember
Anything at all and ask, Am I Ishmael
Or Isaac, banished or chosen for doom or glory?
Remember hiding under your bed, cool,
Listening, the cat, the broken plate, the long
Silence after the snowplow passed. Then
The outcast meets the chosen, then you hear
The voices crying, Brother, I love you, brother.
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8.

Last year, at Christmas, I asked my brother why
He’d run away when he was fourteen, gone

Six bewildering months before they sent him

Home from Florida in handcuffs. ““Are you kidding?”’
He spit it, his face twisting ugly and flushed.

He meant our stepfather, he meant living in fear

Of physical pain, the terrible, terrible beatings.

He began to say more, but stopped. His mouth

Went white and tightened, his eyes glazed and burned
With furious hatred, hatreds two decades old.

I changed the subject, embarrassed for us both,

But thought all afternoon about the miraculous
Power of metaphor to save our lives,

He had none, none at all, only a white

Lincoln, three-hundred-dollar suits, money

To bet heavily and, if he wished, to burn.

The frame’s four sides are cut, the mitre-box
Left set at 45° with drifts

Of sawdust around it now. I double-check

The length of each side, and find each right,
The thing imagined slowly comes to be.

When 1 sit here at the bench, I often recall
Moments out of the history of work

I've lived, something from twenty years ago,
Or two, or twelve, some incident in which

I've handled tools and done a job and judged it.
These are the little parables by which

We come to guess a thing or two of life

And love and even death, the common tasks
Which in the doing show us what we are.

This metal tape, drawn out, measures the frame,
And is forever the measure of itself.
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10. Roofing once, a late afternoon in August,

11.

Working too fast, racing the thunderstorm

That weighted the sky, growling lower and nearer,
Straddling a dormer peak, I cut myself.

I was cutting capping, the xacto knife sliced

The inside of my left forearm — I stared at a gash
Four inches long and spread a full inch wide,

And then the gush of blood. I clutched the wound
In my right fist, as one will clutch a shirt

Tight at the throat against an icy wind,

And sat there helpless. As soon as he saw, my partner
Helped me down, but, for awhile, I sat

Without the use of my hands, no way to move,

To get to the ladder. The knife slid to the gutter
Beneath my feet, and the rain began, fat drops
Splattering on my face and bloody arm.

One February night the temperature sank

To -20°, and the waterpump froze.

I clambered down to the cellar to get it going,

Down through the trap door in the kitchen floor,
Down rickety steps to cobwebs, stones,

The dirt floor, the frozen musty odors.

I cleaned the kerosene spaceheater, changed the wick,
And lugged the two-gallon tank upstairs. Outside,
My eyes stung in the cold. And, there in the dark,
The dry snow squeaking beneath my boots, hunched
Behind the woodshed, bent to the oildrum’s spigot,

I watched the spumes of Northern Lights above me:
There in the black sky washes of green.

Silver, red, like imagination itself

Rising over the frozen world. I shivered,

Swayed in the spectral thought: my life, my life.
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12. The summer that I was eleven Weston’s Pond
Diminished to a brook. Drought crowded
The snaking channel with fish. Blue Herons came,
A pair of Great Blue Herons, and [ was amazed —
I'd never seen so large a bird, so blue,
The tinkertoy legs and scissor beak, yet there
Those fishers were, making their summer home.
Often I saw them rise to air, the wings
Hugely unfolding, hugely kneading the air,
The great bulk barely lifting, the tremendous labor
Of undulating wings at last successful,
The Heron rising slowly over the cattails
And over oaks and birches, the wide wings now
Graceful, wondrous, an image of hardwon flight
Charged with the thought of flight, and charged too
With whatever it is that send chills up the spine.

13. I walked over the dunes where telegraph poles
Were skinny crosses, a long wavering column
Held up, it seemed, by the wires strung between them,
The poles and crossbars black against the still
Rolling of sand, the wires invisible
Until I walked near them, beneath them, wondering
Vaguely about the messages tapped out
By Coast Guard personnel — a danger of shipwreck,
An enemy submarine, or, I wondered,
Some mention of a man whose ashes once
Were scattered here, blowing over the sand.
I stood beneath those wires listening, the wind
A moaning in them, a moaning along the wires
Or some one crying, crying, crying a need
That wind and sand had not begun to answer,
The long moaning from cross to cross to cross,
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14. The Spring that I was six I found in the woods
Far in back of our house a little dump,
A pile of rusty cans, bottles, and one
Treasure: an Underwood typewriter, ancient, rusty,
Rusted solid in fact. But the black keys
Had not rusted, the bakelite or whatever it was
Had held the letters legible there in the woods,
And I, who knew the alphabet, had stared
Dumbfounded at the mysterious order. No wonder,
No wonder they threw it out, the letters are all
Mixed up. 1 hunted for A and B and C
And through to Z, touching them one by one.
I remained dumbfounded long after I'd asked
And learned the reason for that disorder. The logic
I lacked there in the woods was, all along,
Right in the very structure of my hands.

15. We built a lean-to in the woods, two boys
Nailing branches together, piling on
The pinebough roof, weaving the pinebough walls,
Three walls and a roof between two trees, a place
To eat a sandwich, to sit awhile, thinking.
The sun filtered between the green needles,
The fragrant sun, and high, high overhead
The wind moved in the oaks and pines, stirring
The high boughs, the restless wind that was
Searching for someone, asking of every tree,
O where? O where? while I sat crosslegged, head
Tilted a little forward, trying to hear
The answer that never came, hearing only
The wind moving again, O where? O where?
Over the fragrant sunlit woods where |
Tilted my head and listened, utterly still.
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16.

17.

As Venus rises over the snow, a pale

Blue presence bent in the icicles hung outside

This window where my breath is fogging the pane,
As far from here a cold surf beats and foams
Against a beach, and a dust of snow is blowing
Over the frozen dunes, and Venus rises,

As eleven miles away my children sleep,
Dreaming, perhaps, about their father bent

Over his workbench, sanding a picture frame,

Or dreaming themselves as [carus, that boy

On whom they look with fright and fascination,
Rising by sleep’s huge effort toward disaster,

As somewhere deep in my house a waterpipe rattles
I feel the overwhelming need to ask

My father something, anything, to see him look
Up from his sadness, and smile, and answer quietly.

The frame is nearly finished, the glass in place,

The print, the backing board. I'm drilling holes

For chrome screw-eyes, the wire is measured and cut.
The drill-bit draws out golden curls of wood

While my wife practices Bach, The First Partita,
Repeating a passage, this time a trifle slower,

The music’s rich precision vivid here

Two rooms away, chords leaping over the air

Like spirit-words. a host released from verbs.
Outside, two dozen chickadees are hopping

By turns up to the feeder, and hopping about

On the snow beneath, pecking at seeds and suet,
Chattering, sharp eye out for grackles and jays,

The patterns drawn by their nervous motion making
A magically changing design, a cat’s cradle

Of thin hunger they pinch in beak and feet.
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18.

19.

Paul Smyth

I stood alone in my study holding my book,
Flipping the pages, their edges riffling beneath

My thumb which shook a little as poem by poem
The things I'd felt and thought fluttered before me.
A stereopticon of words, their meanings

Foreing to mind an image of flashing lights —

A trailer truck overturned on an icy hill

At night, phosphorus flares spluttering hot

White light at intervals along the gleaming road,

A trooper's flashlight dancing erratic patterns

Like a red bee as he keeps the traffic moving,

The revolving blue lights of the patrol car
Sweeping the scene, a still and sickly glow

Over the wreck, over the trooper's face

As, far off, the ambulance wails nearer

And the trooper bends toward him still pinned inside.

My ninth grade science text revealed the world
Of radio waves, long waves and short and how
Transmitters and receivers work. Our radio

At home was old, cabinet-style with fabric

Over the speaker, and smelled of heat and dust,
But it had a short-wave band. I strung a wire
Across the lawn from tree to house, fixing

The glass insulators, screwing the lead wire to-
The radio’s back and, finally, turning it on:

The sky was alive with language, the atmosphere
Awash with eerie pulses, and late at night

I crouched over it, my cheek pressed to the wood,
The scent of warm varnish and the orange glow
Of thirty tubes tinting the bodiless voices
Rushing across the stars — French from Quebec,
Spanish from Quito, and always the intricate static.
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20. I want some logic in it, but memories
Will form no sequence, they form instead a pattern,
Like photons etching a photographic plate,
Dreamlike as random images take on
Extraordinary value. On August nights
I watched for shooting stars, craning my neck,
Scanning the wide sky till, like a cry,
A meteorite streaked silver, and then was gone.
I'd scan the dark again till — There! Another!
The random light, the necessary watch.
That was the same sky that arches tonight
Over my house, the sky that arched over
The rise of man, and Western Civilization,
The sky where Pisces spawned as great a myth
As man has ever known — There! Another! —
Patterns of light, the watch, the cry for meaning.

21. The angels are framed and hanging now over
The velvet loveseat, watching over the room,
The marble table, the piano, the hanging ferns.
When I put it up, my wife stood grinning, my children
Grinned. their delight like the happiest applause.
The angels change the room, the room and frame
And all it represents alter the angels,
As in chrysalis, our very thought and feeling
The damp cocoon from which they quietly came.
Sunlight slants through the icicles, falling across
Their faces as I sit, watching. The house is still.
These angels will be a presence here, knowing
The life we live even as we know them.
One looks boldly, gently, back at me,
The other slightly downward, hearing the drip,
Drip as the season falls from points of ice.
: Paul Smyth



12 Frank Graziano

BASUALTO

« ol -
Ast la poecia no habra cantado en vano.

Pablo Neruda
L. Parral, Temuco, Santiago; 1904-1927

1.

From sound to sound, like an ear

that arrived and was hungry, like a heart
made of soil and syllables, you came,

Neftali/, the dust of Parral leaping
in your blood, hardening in your bones,
your soul like a baker’s, like a bowl,

like a cave full of rivers and workmen.

2.

I would have you open with the sea
rolling out, the sea like a harsh tear
falling from your lungs,

from your vast chest made of horsehair
and fish, of guayabas and birds,
of hulays stretching, flowering,
bending until

your youth emptied
like a vault pried open,
like a kiss that poured from a bucket.

3.
It wouldn't rain that morning. The fog thinned
and turned into air.

Like a brown ghost
your father went falling,
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his sad clothes flapping,
waving,
turning into birds
before he married the rocks, before he hugged them.

What can we call the monotonous wind,
these tracks likee the long flutes of morning?
What is the name of this black
that gathers,

that stains the river which passes?

Say to him:
Father,
you are the hush under trains,
you are the ripe tongues of lovers,
you are the red dew that falls on the cherry tree.
Get up. Get out of that puddle.
You are the smoke that rises,
that turns into air.

But he never came out of his peasant death,
of the earth that damaged around him.

He was autumn nailed to the waiting trees.
He was a cloud that fell and broke into fire.

4.
Santiago, You wished to be silent,
like bread.

You looked in your poem for a branch,
for the forest whose roots hushed inside you.

You looked for a vine, or a tunnel,
you looked at the city,

at the students,
at their voices roaming and redundant as cows.

13
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You locked in your poem for a shovel.
and a stomach, for words to assemble and make up
vour moutth,

You looked, Neftali, with your miner’s eves.
You looked in its heart but it had no heart.

I1. The Fable of the Wind and the Fat Man

Once the fat man came

with a rough new prize.

No one knew what to call it.
Everyone watched his blood grow.
like bread dough,

everyone watched the wheat

and the bunch grass,

the four o’clocks up past midnight.

No one knew what to call it.

Like a river

the earth dragged inside him;
stones and salmon, pieces of timber,
the anemones trapped at the delta.

He drew love from the skunkbush

and sun from the sand.

It was an attraction:
buildings shrank and leaped in his pocket,
pieces of towns lingered behind him,
shadows escaped like ghosts from the alleys.

But then it happened:

the wind got lost

and no one could find it.
The fat man looked in the trees,
and in his mouth.



