DAVID HERKT

From Notes from a Plague Year

Territory

Who spoke in his sleep the muttering syllables
of an unfamiliar tongue
calling out those names
the words flying from his mouth
like morning pigeons
high above the Territory
which is always there between us
and the sound of his quick speech
rises with his sleepy words
telling how wide the country
how far between and how many the hours before.

Murmuring
warm-breathed
those wordless responses
which accompany the movement of bodies
& are involuntary though they speak to that one
who musses his hair’s fall or blurs his lips
and to give and to hold

compact in his own territory with his borders defined

and the perfection of his whole compass

demanding in those breaths

but forced to wait

with anticipation rousing up

towards that final moment

which cannot be grasped

shooting between our fingers
the long pulses of white sound

freed on the beaches
to pound in our ears
and those too-tight channels
hammered by fading beats

open up a quiet continent and all its easing sprawl.
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So in the shared darkness whose breathing
paces my own
to sleep together in the oldest way
close held because of the cold
and the rhythms
of drowse and dream
now shallow now deeper
are followed to where his words become
a clear invitation
waiting with the pandanus palms
beside the shining-scaled Gulf stretching out
under a full daylight moon shining
white as a bleached shell
containing all the sounds of the seas inside
the endless single spiral of his voice.
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Being & Time

For Charles Roberts

Dry dirt bones
a dun-coloured spine
of dusty vertebrae ridge
& rib this country
to a blue-horizoned line
rounding out this point in space
which also lasts in time.

Here the need for touch to define
is paramount
to shape this body into being
to make the borders
& this beginning
where the names can be spoken
with all the distinction of a new-found tongue.

2.

Musty pawpaw light had stained his skin

when it was licked one thickening hour’s length
& his heavy flesh was sucked

in the moist cavity of that humid afternoon
but even then those minutes held

the black seeds which clustered insect-dense

to be our end foretold.
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Calling out
for this is the way of it
seeking in duration
the presence of another
the answer to a name
& one sunlit
amongst all the clamouring wavelengths
who beats with a radiant pulse
& who shall be warm in the night

whose hand’s demonstration
will close a shape
& mould the flesh
to speak those words which must repeat
& give those kisses so distinctly now
they print existence on the air
& hold the stresses of our being
between the self's own enclosure
& the entry
of another world into
the eyes
or eased between oiled & parting skin.
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See Me I Am Burning

My father!
See me I am burning!
My arm is a torch held up.
My flesh fuels flames
and I consume
myself substantial.

How soon
will cold and ashes
blacken and replace
this fierceness that I give?
[ know I have an end
[ cannot make it more.
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The Kings of Edom (Fragment)

And the kings of ancient time were dead, and their crowns were found no
more; and the earth was desolate.

Sifra de-Zeni‘uta
i.

These are the Kings that reigned in Edom
in the broken hollows
of the waste volcanic fields.

These are the Kings of Edom
according to their habitations
in the land of their possession.

Who has constructed kings, inscribed kings,

and conjectured kings,
from the sound of buzzing wings
and shapes in smoke

with many noon destructions on the heated air.

These are the Kings of Edom who died.

ii.

Whose darkness is a black fire
which can be felt

and a black honey
which is concealed

in his night-sweats,
his swollen tight skin,
his tender glands,

his guilt,

and his disease,
for the secret act of his infection

takes place in silence.
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ii.

Heavily lifting up from out of it
his slower eyes, his frown, his head
rising up against

the black-muffled weight
of early death.

This one,
my bitter cry for him

Who will never father children
Who will never grow old in his house.

The press of leaden time surrounds him
draws his minutes to stagnant hours
waiting without motion
and before that final end he makes another
closing off the possibilities of day.

iv.

All unknowledged things must come to take their due
at the day’s terminus
when all he would not be is all he has to lose
and in this final moment
knows himself as error
and his even perfection still
is error’s overturn.
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