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Arrows

Appetite

There are three of us in the restaurant

where I have dinner with my friend

— me, him, and one of those diseases
known by its initials.

There’s a recently amputated rose
in a jar at table center

and in the kitchen, just this minute,
a lobster with my name on it

is being carried toward a kettle,
which doesn’t bother me.

What bothers me

is how I imagine I can see

the virus looking out

from his dullish-bright dark eyes,
and the peculiar gusto

with which he eats and drinks,

taking two of everything,

touching all his food before he swallows it—
the bread, the crumpled dark green

money of the lettuce

entering his mouth, which keeps

on talking while he chews,

telling me how good life is now that he is
living on the edge,
now that he is tasting every bite—

until a weird contagious glow
creeps into our corner of the room,
and in that X-ray light

I can see the blackness hidden
in the tissues of the rose,
the sooty funeral procession just setting out
from the frail, veined
edges of each petal,

— texts for songs —

and the pimples on the busboy’s chin
ripen toward their bursting
moment of perfection.

How horrible it is to be alive,
to wake one day to feel the earth
begin to seethe and writhe beneath your feet—

the wilderness outside you pressing to get in,
the wilderness inside you trying to get out,
the tangled, penetrating vines,

the compost stink.

And in the jungle of my brain

I can hear the thoughts now
chewing on the underside

of other thoughts,

and under them, the humming, shifting feelings
which feed on anything,
and under them
the ink of anti-thought, liquidly unlinking
the little chains—
and then a clinking sound tink tink
from far away

as my friend

strikes his fork against his water glass
to bring me back  tink tink

from wherever | am gone.

His plate is clean, his teeth are white,
his glass is raised. [ understand

he wants to make a toast:

to Dream

and Appetite

and Night.

“Appetite” from What Narcissism Means to Me, copyright 2003 by Tony Hoagland.
Used with the permission of Graywolf Press, Saint Paul, Minnesota. All rig}lts reserved.



Brave World

But what about the courage

of the cancer cell

that breaks out from the crowd
it has belonged to all its life

like a housewife erupting

from her line at the grocery store
because she just can’t stand

the sameness anymore?

What about the virus that arrives
in town like a traveler

from somewhere faraway

with suitcases in hand,

who only wants a place

to stay, a chance to get ahead
in the land of opportunity,
but who smells bad,

talks funny, and reproduces fast?
What about the microbe that
hurls it’s tiny boat straight

into the rushing metabolic tide,

no less cunning and intrepid
than Odysseus; that gambles all
to found a city

on an unknown shore?

What about their bill of rights,
their access to a full-scale,
first-class destiny?

their chance to realize

maximum potential? — which, sure,

will come at the expense
of someone else, someone
who, from a certain point of view,

is a secondary character,
whose weeping is almost
too far off to hear,

a noise among the noises
coming from the shadows
of any brave new world.

Arrows

When a beautiful woman wakes up,

she checks to see if her beauty is still there.
When a sick person wakes up,

he checks to see if he continues to be sick.

He takes the first pills in a thirty-pill day,
looks out the window at a sky

where a time-release sun is crawling
through the milky X ray of a cloud.

e 0

I sing the body like a burnt-out fuse box,

the wires crossed, the panel lit

by red malfunction lights, the pistons firing
out of sequence,

the warning sirens blatting in the empty halls,

and the hero is trapped in a traffic jam,

the message doesn’t reach its destination,
the angel falls down into the body of a dog
and is speechless,

tearing at itself with fast white teeth;
and the consciousness twists evasively,
like a sheet of paper,

traveled by blue tongues of flame.

LR R

In the famous painting, the saint
looks steadfastly heavenward,
away from the physical indignity below,
the fascinating spectacle
of his own body
bristling with arrows;

he looks up
as if he were already adamantly elsewhere,
exerting that power of denial
the soul is famous for,
that ability to say, “None of this is real:

Nothing that happened here on earth

and who I thought I was,

and nothing that I did or that was done to me,
was ever real.”

“Brave World” and “Arrows” from Donleey Gospe/ p copyright 1998 by Tony Hoagland.
Used with the permission of Graywolf Press, Saint Paul, Minnesota. All rig}lts reserved.
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1. Appetite
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