THE WOMAN OF THE HORSES

They are this dark

whinnying dream for you

long necks stretched

toward a bright green heaven

nibbled short

like a career in the paddock

left to graze or stud

until some bone chips in the foreleg

or running brings that bloody froth

from torn lungs

or simply a heart too tired to beat

(How can he offer you everything

when he knows so little?)

---

"Six months too early,"

you tell him

"You are six months too early

or I am a moment too late"

It seems like a career choice

instead of a relationship

and so you wait

look at old pain old faces

all scenery from

long drives in pick-up trucks

to the ranches of North America

You don't ask yourself why he wants you

except you know the magic

you keep hidden

the heart

you know the race

you carry within you

the heart

the lungs that won't bleed

no matter how long the run

the heart

the legs that don't tire

no matter the furlongs

the heart

the heart

the heart

---

Those rough hewn walls

the tack room

a place called home

so small, so private

so ultimately yours

how many years did you sleep

comforted by equine snores

a standing invitation

to listen to their sleep

So like a colt,

you wandered the split doors

of eager attention

no sugar, that's TV

but real pats on real noses

so long, these large flutes

for funneling songs

silvering breath

on those cold mornings

there along the bay

while the intellectuals

studied physics, motion, quantum leaps

you taught the etiquette of starting gates

the purpose of the whip

the deep impending curve

of your knees in ribs

urging greater speed more attention

to the sure footing

and fast-flying colors of the romp

---

Over dinner you tell him

of the two men in nine years

how you paid back their love

by giving them the gift

of reading books

He blinks back tears

and you think he's allergic instead of emotional

At the cafe

you read from an anthology

while he stands in line to order coffee

You don't see him watching you

but he does, so closely it seems as if he hears

the scratching of your eyes across the page

Without thinking

you begin to understand

that he has started to love you

ask yourself is this a useful thing?

Has he jumped the gun,

bolted from the starting gate

as if this were some race

that needed every moment to win

instead of the leisurely ride

that getting there should be

At the movie

he has insisted

you let him hold your hand

occasionally, his leg touches yours

He is about touching

and this is unexpected

he looked like one of those intellectuals

who studies the physics

instead of the application

of things

Halfway through

the love story looks to go bad

the sweet angry laughter begins to sour

tears curdle in throats

and the big Frenchman sacrifices himself

and he is holding your hand

you try to hide your electricity

but he can feel it

you know he knows about you

but not everything

---

There is this dark place above the night

where the bay stretches its neck

for a golden necklace

and single pearls

dance bravely upon the waves

while the moon plays peek-a-boo

from the clouds

The two of you sit outside the car

the wet chill bringing you together

he gratefully wraps you

in a saddling embrace

his hands cover yours

like white electric mittens

and you understand

that he loves you a little bit more

at least this is not a bad thing

but the night is not over

and your new life has really just begun

Inside the car

the bridge becomes a video game

the music celebrates

this new age softly

little percussion

just some drifty, mellow

lines of melody

and you are back in his arms

your mouth up against his face

and his lips nibble at your lips

surround your nose

and you might have have whinnied

but still don't trust the dream

this bright dream

he offers up as everything

but you are too wide awake

for such imagination

you have been awake for so long

so distrustful of such dreams

because waking was always the end

instead of the beginning

it should have been

so you refuse to sleep

---

You ride the Easter morning hard

learn to jump

across the cruci-fiction of your past

in this startling development

He really did offer everything

and you mull this tempt on one hour's sleep

and concentrate on the barrel

the fence

the wall

the water of the jump

This Easter mount

may resurrect those feelings from before

caution

no caution

both have resulted

in lost men

lost rides

lost you

The teacher barks

and you feel the pull of the Olympics

your aim is to rise

one level every two years

beat the world at its own game

become a player instead of the played

---

You help your mother make a turkey

the brother who hit you

brings his new wife

and her children

and their child

She is not his first love

and though you try

you cannot like her

she is not like the first

she does not believe in his music

his songs

the one thing that kept him from hitting you

finally when puberty strummed both of you

into this truce called adulthood

Your other brother sorts through

car parts on the lawn

mother smiles from the window

as she watches his matching

useless parts with a broken driving record

but some day he'll be off suspension

some day the cops

will have him back on the streets

where they can chase him

like coons after the startled fox

they didn't seem angry

when they let him out of the cage

who knew they were serious?

who knew they had guns?

---

You finish eating and call him

he seems even happier to hear from you

than he was to see you

Can it be that he loves you even more?

Is this a good thing?

Is this a healthy thing?

You negotiate the time of his arrival

buying a half hour

instead of the ten minutes he offered

you hope for a moment he gets lost

just long enough to learn humility

or to stop this growing thing

he carries in his eyes for you

Perhaps his head will pop

but then you would be left

with this body of a man

another one with no head

or no heart or no whatever

with you trying to make up

for his deficiencies

You walk outside five minutes early

to catch him on the street

none of this pulling into the drive

and honking or coming up to the door

where your smart mother

might see what he has in his eyes

and send you to the cellar

or worse give you to him

---

You are barely up the street

when he claims your hand

there is no reason no sad movie

this ownership thing is distracting

not entirely awful

but distracting

He was at a Hispanic festival

they served nachos and turkey

"Why is it always turkey?” he asks

"Whatever happened to ham or goose?"

You start to tell him that mother

cooks ham at Christmas

but it is too intimate

he will eat the information

and turn it into more love

you can see it in his eyes,

he licks his lips

mustn't tell him any more

time to put him on a diet

keep this relationship slender

a lean, mean, relating machine

at the espresso bar

he shows you more of his poetry

are they okay?

What can you tell him?

If you say 'no'

he'll just love you more

if you say 'yes'

he'll just love you more

you nod your head

he looks hungry still

---

During this epic movie

his friends sit next to you

they are indecipherable

but so are you

good to start out even

he has bought too much popcorn

and can't eat it all

you smile

is it a metaphor developing?

After the show he stops

to let his dog in out of the rain

she is black, a puppy

and suspicious of your intentions

You and he lay on the sofa

wrapped in a thin cocoon

of each other

the puppy tries to find a safe place

where she can watch you

and still touch him

eventually she gives up on him

and licks your hand

you hope he doesn't see this

he'll start loving you more

and this is dangerous enough

he apologizes for offering you everything

the night before

"I just wanted you to know it was there for you"

as if you couldn't see it

for yourself

then he pulls out a key

hands it to you

"I want you here" he says

"You can't give it back until

at least tomorrow"

You know better than to fall for that one

(his forcing you to see him tomorrow)

---

There is this problem, though

you like his kisses

his hands

the feel of him around you

and he may be crazy,

but it is crazy about you

Is that a bad thing?

You slip your hand under his shirt

prance a finger around his nipple

his neck arches

and his breath flutes appreciatively

he makes a sound

that could almost be a whinny

and he whispers that his everything

is not some phony heaven

but its more like a meadow

and it's almost entirely green

and while it doesn't have a fence

it is such a good place to him

that he prefers to stay there

and would like to share it with you

and you see that the balloon of his love

has stopped growing on its own

and it's now up to you

but you hold your breath

as the thought of two everythings

constricts your chest

leaving one lung to do the work of two

you turn and kiss his face

and this time you hear it

the silver whinny of his heart

and you see in his eyes

that this is no race for him

no matter how fast the track

and you smile as you wonder

how he'll do

bareback

BUZZARDS

Hard to think of buzzards mating

in free falling

airborne acrobatics

from a distance

they are simply movements

a timeless breeze

No close-up

on their craning necks

blue or red gargoyle throats

bald unfeathery heads

so ugly to us

they grow more beautiful

to each other

as they fall
CARNIVAL

I can feel you waiting for me

in that place we're going to make

into a home

for you and me

and as we begin this subtle

co-mingling of desires

(like exchanging cash

for carny tickets)

I would like you to know

that I am for you

with it-and for you

---

We can be this carnival for two

under one tent

bright neon looks and twirling

ferris wheel emotions

stuck at the top

waiting to unload all those others

until eventually

we ride alone

on this vertical roulette

each other

---

I can feel me waiting for you

there in the field

looking up into the blue

for you

your heart, a kite

your kiss, a breeze

your smile,

as far away and as magnificent

as the horizon

I pull on the string

feel you dip

from almost a mile away

I look hard into the clouds

for some god-like swing:

that trapeze that might allow you

to cut your tie to me

and just hang there

a laughing moment

from heaven

---

I wanted to win you a large pink bear

that we could use to decorate the moment

back in the cottage

(no bigger than a mobile home)

where we listen to the river traffic

with one mutual ear

have started to look at the

regular world

with one mutual eye

Can two people share

vision

hearing

heart?

I never would have said so

until I met you

felt the beating of my heart

into your back

your beating

into my front

our pendulum breathing

inflating one lung

our hair tangled

into this odd askewing

together

I listen to the soft notes:

my hesitant finger stepping

on each rib

that castle of cartilage

and bone

that moats your heart

remembering the swift pace

up the drawbridge

of your lowered eyes

Your lashes beating a pattern

into the old player piano of my heart

and I realize I am beginning to know

the time and music of you

your difficult cadence

how your delicate melodies

must be heard in their entirety

to be protected

especially by a tin ear

such as I

---

And as they've started

to tear down the tents,

unscrew the seats from the rides

I understand

that all I need to do

is seek you out

keep you close

and never again

walk a tightrope

dance on the back of a dappled pony

roll out white-faced

and red-nosed

from the backseat of a VW

crack a whip

be shot from a cannon

or even eat a little fire

unless you ask me to . . . .

DARLING OF THE PASTURE

She is the darling of the pasture

this rock-ringed sanctuary

walls built by students

indigent historians

She is the canter, the trot

the gallop past a cloudy blue

and the lazy green of the valley

below eye level

She is the blistering snort

caroling whinny

and clickety patter

of iron against stone

muffled by deep summer dust

Forward and back, up and down

she is sex on the saddle

pulling such loving sweat

from rippling horsehide

urging him forward

uphill-down and down

Her hair streams in the wind of their pace

part mane, part tail

unbraided, curly ebullition

around those eyes

blazing a green sun in a brown universe

Her touch is grain to their spirit

water to the tongue

breath enough for racing

and reason plenty

for this life

HEART ATTACK

Oh, woman

you doctor

you stop my heart

with your arresting morning gaze

and then electrify me

with your paddle knees

beat on my chest

until you get the breathing you want

the gasping ridiculous sputter

that makes our loving

such an emergency

Defibrillate

intubate

resuscitate me

measure my gases

start my fluids

scream at me

"Don't you die yet, dammit!"

as you work me up

strap me down

to this unmoveable

four-poster guerney

invoke the oath

of Hippocrates

call in a helicopter

for that gasping hover above

as my life passes

in front of your thighs

my pantomiming panacea

my tonsils

appendix

spleen

in-ecstasy

take them out

they're yours

all yours

I hear you scrub

and tie that mask of lust you wear

as if you were a bandit

not a doctor

not a woman

but I submit

to the scalpel of your loving

your sure incision

then faint as if newly asleep

as you close around me

arms like sutures

lips like staples

the closing clamp of you

upon this opening of me

(and if you must leave a sponge

trim it

in the shape of a heart

any heart

and tie it to the outside

of my ribcage

so you can squeeze it

whenever you like)

Then send me to recovery:

a day at work

a night out with the boys

until I return

and you check my pulse

call a code

and I see those sirens

in your eyes

and I whisper

"9-1-1"

FERNDALE SUNSET

August 10, 1991

That sun, a gleaming yellow

pill of penicillin slipping into

the dark blue bacteria of the sea

a rearing, roaring

cough of horse-ness

wild, fence-bashing beach

flinging itself upon

And we step like cautious veterinarians

around the black exhausted stones

that lay like recent immigrants

who used the entire energy of their travel

to reach America

this shore

and no farther

---

On the glowing hill

beyond the wall of flaming sea

a white cross marks the line of sight

to the Great Northerner

now sunk

within its fathom-less end

(as if the sea's caress were no longer dangerous

no longer filled with slapping hurt)

and the men who died--

four hundred yards from shore

cried out for Mother Earth

beneath their feet

But only their hearts ever arrived

tiptoeing to the sand like wary crabs

to touch this earth and scurry back

to the cold blue arms

of their adopted mother

who kisses them

with foam and tide

---

There is no moon to keep us on the shore

the lights of the County Fair brighten

only one small corner of this plain

Somewhere in the new

dark of this night

a whinny cuts through

the salt-water damp

A cow lows her Jersey laugh

that curls around the pasture

finds its calf

brings him home

to her teat

---

And we drive to the motel

looking for the rainbow

we passed

in the irrigated dusk

of the night before

then wonder

about the morning

THE TOUCH

I have noted the intelligence

of your hands

the wisdom flowing through

your wrists

and the very idea of your arms

There is this knowing

to your movements

the way your fingers close

like petals around the night

or quick clutch--a cobra strike

against danger

against the pain of others

that only your accurate speed

can prevent

I have watched the gentle caress

your hand on horse's neck

the rippling response

and velvety entertainment:

rolled eyes, nuzzling push

and sweet equine kiss

The way your finger becomes

an Amazonian limb

your warm breath

a humid breeze

and the green and yellow and red parrot

flutters muttering about

your absence

"Where's Pat?"

she calls, craning her neck

to be scratched,

touched, forgiven

"Where's Pat?"

she cries, hunching her

feathery shoulders

against the chill aviary

of alone

Now forgotten in the quick

nourishing atmosphere

of your arrival

---

I have sensed your five-legged

spidery hand

as I lay next to you

waiting for the web of sleep

to snatch our flying consciousness

away from this mid-air

mid-thought

midnight dilemma:

more love

than can be expressed

more heat

than can be absorbed

more us

than we know what to do with

and I search for you

in tender, minute movements

hoping not to startle

or cause you to flee

my hand drawn to yours

by the intelligence

that you cannot be

captured or ensnared

that only the most naked invitation

may be considered

weighed without blindfold

that all justice

is touching

and truth alone

will not set me free

until your arms, your wrists

your hands

chisel

"PARDONED"

into my heart

and your lips

seal the cut

FIREWORKS

We sit above the fireworks

like Romans

instead of Californians

fiddling with vegetarian hot dogs

watching two golden labradors

eating the new sod

while two adopted children

one brown boy

one white girl

bounce on the trampoline

as Santa Rosa explodes

in small colorful pops

above the Fairgrounds

Bruce

who disbelieves in computers

explains the attraction

of the new Star Trek series

while Carol gazes

into the multiple starlight

attempting to make sense

of skyrockets bleeding pastel

across the canvas of approaching fog

They tell you how much better I look

that I am healthy

no longer driven

and unhappy

but it makes you uneasy

---

I tell you about my friend Ken

the Viet Nam Vet

who used to sit in the corner

on nights like this

his arms folded around his chest

old tears running down tired eyes

each celebratory gust

of color and fire

reminding him of another time

another gala festival

and another night of fire

when he took a machine gun burst across his entire body

and quietly bled himself to sleep

For nine months they waited for him to awake

then sent him home

born again on the flight home

he received the slap

from that obstetrician called

Post-Vietnam America

It's taken twenty years

but now he no longer cries

on the Fourth of July

but he still doesn't laugh

and his eyes have no room

for wonder

---

Leaving the hillside mansion

we open an umbrella of quiet

against the exploding humor

of the town around us

Our mutual fuse

still sizzles

lit by the simple match

of being together

holding hands

and it does not matter

if the town never sees

this launching of our rocket

we can work our own fire

FIRST HORSES

You glide around the pasture track

far enough away

no sound

except the jet kicking dust

from the clouds

and suddenly I think back

to the first horses

that came from Europe

and those wide

native American eyes

that watched them disembark

The Flatheads, Pawnees

Sioux, Iroquois

How the idea spread

through hand gestures

dancing, smoking codes

that softly chiseled new thoughts

into the vast American skylight

Who was the first?

Did he steal a pony

beg an invitation

offer to buy a pilgrim

his lunch?

But then I stop

think about blankets

infested with chicken pox

and I want to tell that

first native rider

"Stay away, go back"

or

"Do not learn to ride horses,

they will carry you

to your death"

but we cannot blame the horses

they kept their part

of the bargain

and sometimes the blame

seems so far away

softer than the fading hum

of a distant airplane

being swallowed

by that vast American skylight

or the shallow breathing

of our gods

I AM NOT A HORSE

I am sorry that I cannot be a horse for you

at best a gelding, surely no stallion

I cannot carry you up and down

those trails you dream of

past those misty secret places

you hardly dare to imagine

---

If I were a horse

I would surely talk too much

neighing, whinnying

paw the earth in my constant desire

to express some pattern of my non-equine existence

that you might take extra notice

in the form of carrots, sugar cubes

or pats on the nose, neck, back rump

God, how I would need for you to stroke me

if I were a horse instead of just a

bi-pedal, somewhat hairy

mild, eccentric shabby ape of a thing

with no speed

no wind

no bearing

just a plug of a man

somewhat slew-footed

sway-backed

and hardly worth the hay it takes to keep me

---

Oh, I've seen it in your eyes

my height in hands

(not enough)

my weight in tons

(not enough)

my mane in diminishing disarray

my heart, in human terms, erratic

my eyes somewhat rheumy

Though at night

I do occasionally snort and whinny

and I have reached an age

when grainy pasta and green grassy salads

are more than plenty…

My posture may require special shoeing

and while I haven't won my race

I've been in sight of the leaders

and gone over my share of hurdles

Except when it comes to you

---

I know you are a horse

who showed up in the wrong shape

I've heard the truth in your breast

as I lay my head upon your galloping heart

Listened to you run in your dreams across the flat

empty landscape of this being human instead

Laughed at those who tried to train you to become…

when what you are is plenty

in fact a whole lot more

Yet you are not some beastly mixture

the alchemy of genes and imagination

conspired to produce a fine and tempting creature

so much more human for the horse

so much more horse for the woman

---

Each night I stand within my silent stall of waiting

imagine you out flicking and bucking

transformed

unbridled by the wind

You

who can dance on the wind before it breathes

who can drink the rain before it falls

ALONE

I slept last night

curled into myself

like a lonely parrot

or a widowed grandmother

Assaulted by all those

frightening maybe's

that are so tame and tender

in your presence

I now understand

how little my everything

means to them

compared to yours
ON THE LIMB

Tonight I discussed missing you

with Annie, the parrot

We said the alphabet

of love

leaving out consonants

for vowels

whose very act of being said

felt not unlike a promise

in front of a preacher

"A--E--Ah--Oh"

but no,

"Where's Pat?"

Perhaps she knew

how much saying it would hurt

us both

as Grendel cried

out on the porch

and Daisy did a short dance

then returned to your mother's bedroom

and searched for her under

the covers

and I tried to get the stuffed parrot

I found at a garage sale

to stand on its own

on the dining room table

Annie looked over suspiciously

then craned her neck.

popped out a ruffle

and began to crow

a jungle song

I coughed twice,

but she didn't join me

"Time for bed?"

she asked

and I reached for her stick

She tiptoed on,

shuffled close to my hand

then ducked her head

as I pushed her through the square

slot for her sleep

I wrapped the peach king-sized sheet

I bought at K-Mart yesterday

around the new cage

while Annie murmured

and clambered along

the manzanita you tied

inside her new home

I patted Grendel

on the head as I left

hating to drive away

having no reason to stay

except that

I know they miss you

as much as I do

and together

we almost make a complete chorus

as we each sing in our own language

separate key

individual voice

all together now:

"Where's Pat?"

COYOTES

What will we do

if the heart is not this refuge

a couple of people believe it to be?

How long can we dance on the spikes

of such  speculative drama

before being pierced by this awful truth

The heart is no refuge

It is a union member, a zoo display

a present participle at best in any long sentence

Neither is it jail or iron-jawed trap

waiting for possum lovers

for we two coyotes to step

to bounce upon that metal tongue

except that second awful truth

that only one foot can be caught

and the other must decide

to wait and starve

or face the hunter meekly

like a true lover

fangs bared, unmoving

full of heat and life

until death departs them together…

---

I watch you woefully

my leg caught

listening to the wildness in your eyes

The question deep and raucous

within your feral heart

Do you stay? Do you leave?

My dilemma is over in metal

we both listen for the hunter's footsteps

for different reasons

