DANE CERVINE


The Anonymity of Poets

If we had anything at all worth saying,

wouldn’t someone be listening? Wouldn’t more than the few

straggled round the beaten lectern, eyes closed,

strands of words teasing the heart as Medusa’s wild hair, 

full of snakes—the venom of meaning, love’s poisonous bite—

wouldn’t someone stand up, make a motion, a second, say 

if not for this, we would have no heart! 

How the world glistens as a deer

gutted by the side of the road from collision with careening metal,

the poet bending now over the still warm fur, dark pupils open, 

the transmission of something sacred, a last rite,

the promise that this is not the end, that the wet nuzzle of nose,

the thick clot of red, the quiet antler will live on, a reincarnation

into word—this love for the world going on and on as lovers 

bantering into the night, the hard argument that if all was meant

to be, why is it so hard to grasp, to say much beyond this 

oooh & aagh floating inarticulate out the throat as a soft orgasm

or a death shudder—when the earthquake that is your life

rifles down your many faults and you split in two, trembling. 

If this was at all important, this speaking, somehow essential 

to the world going on and on as it does, wouldn’t the stadiums 

fill at night, the therapists write new books claiming to have found

their language at last, a grammar to shake politics down

to the root, to infuse economists with the lyricism embedded

in numbers, shake the ennui from advertisers’ brain stems, 

wouldn’t the army brass sing a new anthem, everyone pledge

a new allegiance to what lies inside? Tell me, is it worth saying,

is any of this worth saying—words flapping like fish in rarefied air,

waiting to be thrown back into the dark waters from whence

we come, though the world is hungry—and we, 

fishers of the deep, with only this thin thread, a hook,

and one wriggling worm. 

The Meaning of Life

He is young, 

a college student with reddish brown hair,

glasses, pimples, nurdy—slummy olive green sweatshirt 

with Santa Cruz skateboard logo, short pants.

The old Java House is almost empty when it happens, 

odd assortment of bad rappish punk finally quiet, the café still.

He gets up from a table across the room, saunters 

over to the piano, lifts the keyboard cover, sits down and says

I’m going to make something up to no-one in particular. 

At first, some kind of quiet blues or jazz, fingers wandering

across the keys as lovers down a midnight New Orleans backstreet,

then a kind of swelling as though the sea were brooding & restless, 

looking for a storm. Black keys & white begin to swelter 

as though the devil’s itchin’ to get in, but then rise as an airy flutter

light enough to make caramel & dark honey float. 

I am so taken by this dark whimsy that my ears cannot tell 

by the tasting whether the world is bitter or sweet.

In the listening, all the dogs in me drop their bones,

their incessant gnawing, lay back and paw the air, 

soft underbellies willing to be exposed, to be rubbed, to be taken. 

And all the prosecutors in me cease their endless bickering 

over life’s purpose, whether it is, finally, more good than bad, 

and couldn’t it have been planned a little better. Because here, 

in this music, this strange improvisation, is the sound 

I have been looking for all my life, a reconciliation of dark 

& light no thought can contain—but can finally feel 

in this tickle & tease of funny bone, this melting through groin, 

this flutter of heart as a hummingbird pressing nectar 

into my open, raised mouth—all this as though God were here,

now, as this pimply faced prodigy haunting the piano stool, 

improvising, lost in music, shoulders hunched & swaying, 

giving it all away for free.

Every Wound A Kiss

On the wooden step, my son sits considering his apple. 

It is more than I can bear. 

He is only five, will never again be this young. 

Grief is the red apple succulent in my chest,

Gabriel consuming its pale flesh to the core. 

After he rises to play, I pick the remaining seeds

from cracks between the boards, plant them deep 

beneath my breastbone. It will take

bushels ripe and red to feed this hunger, 

and I will need many trees. Last night in a dream,

the orchard stretched on forever, apples falling 

from the sky, every wound a kiss. 

Sons are meant to bruise fathers, but who knew 

it would be with love? 

Sin

The worst part is failing to kiss the ground each morning. 

Or the cold pot of resentment stirred and simmered 

well into the evening. Everything else comes from this, 

grows.

It wouldn’t be so bad if such immense portions 

of good fortune weren’t squandered each hour, 

minutes the long dead would ransom eternity to regain. 

Even now, ripe apples lie rotting casually about the floor, 

single bites taken from each—there is 

no worm, no snake…

only this failure to praise.

A Rose, A Thorn

Watching Shakespeare In Love with my daughter, about love, 

its betrayal, and how does one explain. Passion’s vagaries: 

the wilted rose, the bruised fruit—in its season, the bloom, 

the blush. Much remains the same, 

as in old England’s time: whole continents shifting 

in the small space of the heart. A single glance or brush 

of fingertip, then as now, wilts the body with heat, 

the white heat of electrical storm, the distance between 

heaven & earth shortened to the length of a breath, a lip. 

But can she comprehend,

vaster than the Atlantic’s wide basin, the distance between 

the woman she may become & the women who first stepped 

on these shores? After a few years: wedding bells sounding 

as the dull clank about a cow’s neck, the fine sheen of young 

skin burnished stiff as furniture, a life chosen by father, 

by husband. Only later,

across a vast continent of kitchen tables, legs trembling 

from tremors rippling beneath every foundation, one woman 

after another pushing back her chair, peering into the eyes 

of the man across that table, taking what was hers. A rose, 

a basket of fruit: to be the gardener, the one who clips the stem, 

offers the petal & the thorn, the one who sucks the juice 

from the pulp down to the marrow of seed. This

gift my daughter ponders, as the movie credits slip across 

the screen as a stream of years, not so far removed from this 

Shakespearean stage where the only players were men—pretending 

the cry of birth, the lament of death, every sound between. 

Nothing shields her from what is hers: this prick of thorn, 

her petal bruised, this tangle of root growing 

beneath secret ground—and in its season, 

her blush, her bloom.

How To Know God
Pull up a chair and offer Her a beer,

no come-on’s, everyone’s always wanting something;

just sit and be silent awhile. Good talk comes slow.

Ask how long it’s been since someone 

patted Her on the back, or even knew 

She’s generally a Woman. Offer a few

encouraging words, that it’s tough being 

in charge of such a raucous brood as humanity. 

Don’t speak too quickly about your own 

petty needs & desires, that will come later, 

and She’ll be happy to listen, then, to each one. 

Order a second round, pay for them both;

it’s all Her money anyway, but She won’t mind—

that’s what She made it for. Describe what it’s like

where you live, how things shake down here 

on the front lines, the advantages and disadvantages 

of the cosmic trickle-down effect, how bad things 

sometimes happen to good people & vice-versa, 

but how it’s all still really beautiful and pretty amazing 

that it works out as often as it does. She might be 

impressed at your poise & general goodwill, 

even think language wasn’t such a bad invention after-all, 

what with the weird come-ons & prayers for bizarre things 

She entertains everyday. Rising from the corner chair, 

She may even give you Her number, but don’t come right out 

and ask—see if you’re chosen. It could be the beginning 

of a meaningful relationship, both of you on the look-out 

for something that will last past the honeymoon’s glow 

into the long stretch of unknown road ahead.

Would You Recognize The Truth If You Saw It

A small boy with blue glasses pokes his head 

round the corner of the black metal newspaper stand, stares. 

I crack the smallest of smiles, enough to send him giggling 

for cover—till he reappears inside the empty black cage, 

pokes his head through, stares at me again. This time, 

I look him full in the face, radiate what gave us birth 

those eons ago, this ecstatic recognition of being, 

the surprise of it all. Gazing back through oval lenses, 

never blinking, he radiates back—as though it was still, 

all of it, just beginning—that there was endless time 

to love your life this much.

Becoming A Poem

One can take poems anywhere—

stuff the pockets of jeans, the one over the heart—

carry them as love letters or food, 

words dug from the ground as potatoes, 

feeding off each one.

One can gather poems from anywhere,

for everywhere there is a poem, waiting—

in the broken father’s sad slouch,

the child sliding wet from the womb,

the gloss of war before it comes—

everything rare and breathless

when seen from the inside.

One becomes a poem anywhere,

standing in oxfords or thongs, boots 

or bare feet—the body a pyre for the burning 

that comes in making everything sacred:

the square of office cubes, the tin of factories, 

the fields of blood, the profane burned 

with a word into our eyes until holy.
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