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LewisCrux of the Night

Whatever he does requires explanation or apology.
When he gets in touch, he’s generous, witty, seemingly
spontaneous: it’s hard not to be glad to hear his voice,
like cricket legs, the scraping bow that sings.
But you know what’s coming. Who can’t pick up on
a repeating pattern,  eur-de-lis in a blouse,
impossible to match in sewing class, seventh grade,
the year a boy pushed you down the hill
by the parking lot, over and over, your skirt  ying,
books crashing, grass-stained, you humiliated,
late to class because you picked them up, alone,
the bell ringing in your ears? Anyway, he apologizes,
late, and he means it, and the promise,
the hand extended to help you up, wavers in air
as long as it takes you to lower your wrist
into his palm, the weight steadying you both,
mostly him, since your walk did not lilt
before he noticed and the hill did not draw you down
until he shoved and you’d be  ne, really,
thanks, if  mornings dawned in dogwood
and you only knew his name because someone
mentioned him once, funny kid, big ears, always
sticking his tongue out, twitching if  you glanced
too long at his ankles or forehead or  ickering
repentant grin or notes scribbled in the margins
of  the dated history textbook, he misheard most
of  the teacher’s words or maybe just couldn’t spell.  

Faster than the words I read, in the same room 
Where I spent the day, imagining my excuse 
For staying home, the scalded  esh of  my throat
Resembling a pomegranate, faceted blistered gem,
And I looked out into my neighbor’s back yard
Strewn with plastic toys and German Shepherd shit.
I did not acknowledge him when he stepped outside
As he does alone every day, his wife has not once shown 
Her face: the children must need her, a toddler and a baby. 
They live so close I know their habits day and night, 
As they must know mine: you’d have to stab your eyes out 
Not to glimpse the door creak open, glinting in the brutal 
Oklahoma afternoon like a kid  opping on his belly 
To chase the ball his dad pitches, the act defending 
Marriage, family values, all that, all that: the more the words
In the poems change, the more the wife in the house 
Stays the same. And the poet I’ve loved for decades, 
Who spoke the truth he understood, will be reviled 
In class tomorrow for failing to live in time with the gesture, 
For not foreseeing it squeeze like a headache,
Rushing the back of  the skull, a leak between shingles, 
Dry well brimming with stones, you can’t complain
About anything because everybody’s sick of  hearing it 
And don’t we have what we want already, different pronouns, 
For pity’s sake. I have sat in this chair in this room all day, 
Believing I will always be sick, as if  something I swallowed 
The day I was born is stuck in my skull, and it’s shifting,
Raw in the roof  of  the mouth, that bloody cavern 
Where nothing comes out, lungs burning like furnaces, 
The fog of  late day dripping on the children’s Lego trucks, 
And me unstirring, paralyzed, female pronouns
Familiar as a universal lie. Evening settles like a cloak, 
Or a fever. The clock strikes in the library tower, 
And women and men tend divided business, pretending 
Nothing’s wrong, leaving me to the poems’ warnings, 
The clash of  the old and the newer, tomorrow already
Old in turn, and the clank of  a chain where the dog 
Next door stands on its  ne arched thighs and turns, 
Trampling its bed in the corner allowed, beside
The water bowl  lled today as always, by the father’s 
Hand on its round I study sideways, glancing away.
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