    Alison Jauss
 

 

    Roots

 

    I.

 

    I have seen what a tree does

    in the distance,

 

    furred thing

    creeping

 

    up the hillside.

    Even in winter its crawling

    

    life goes on. It drags

    its wounded leg.

 

    Some trees hunch. Some stand

    rigid & pruned, listening

 

    keenly against the wind.

 

    Some trees split open, & fall(
    an outcry.

 

    The earth churns below.

 

    II.

 

    When I go walking I pass a tree forked

    

    & huge with age. I touch

    its grooves (wet with sap or kept

 

    rain. It takes a deep

    breath out of me to remember

 

    the dark whorled roots buried below.

 

    Eely & cool

    under my house, the hunting

 

    roots & worms.

 

    They must make a sound.

 

    I won't say the dead hear it,

 

    though it moves through them.

 

    III.

 

    If I put my face to the ground,

    would I hear it?

 

    Would I know how far down

    the tree streams (
 

    a deep river, its low

 

    music? I am certain

    it throbs, like a cello.

 

    The part I can see

    is the thrusting up

 

    into light. Not how it first came,

    not how it worked

 

    or still works(the long slow

    burst.

 

    Not the turning tunnel

    of entrails below.

 

    I want to know 

    how far it has to go

 

    in the winding dark.

 

    How far it must go on & on

    in longing.

 

 

 

    

Late Fall with Crows 

 

    The yard darkened with them.

    And emptied. They flew away,

    sharp rush of wings.

    Rough cries.

    Listening to that tense breeze

    I felt a flinch in my heart.

    They were fat on roadkill,

    feathers moussed down

    blue-black as polished boots.

    They scuttled in the dead leaves

    and argued, and spoke(
    a sound between chortle

    and song, heckle and cry.

    A sour sermon. They walked priestly

    on the edge of the gutter.

    They took turns combing one another,

    sifting through lifted feathers.

    They napped in trees, blackening

    the whitest bark.

    But in stories they sat

    on the shoulders of one-eyed bandits

    who raped and stole.

    They carried evil letters,

    crying mice to boil in stew.

    I dreamed one night

    they poked at the door

    as though to leave

    a curse there(the ping

    and soot of a black nail. It was a cold night,

    dead leaves sat up

    tinny with ice.

    When the sleet came scraping

    like an unfed witch at our house

    I felt a pinch in my heart.

    I heard the crows bristle,

    and their wings like stiff paper

    crackling as they flew away.

 

 

    

    

Grace

 

    i.

    This summer they are stitching

    from the hanging plants(
    spiders

    pale & translucent

    as nightgowns. Or velvety,

    almost caressable. Or

    slim & fiery. They linger

    on my porch after dark

    like neighbor women

    whispering. What secrets

    do I untangle

    as I water the ferns,

    the thin braids of each web rained

    open? How bare,

    almost lonely, I feel crouching

    beneath them, as if their staring lit

    my shoulders & hair

    with reproach.

    And maybe it does(it's so easy

    to drift through that architecture,

    the perfect, impermanent web

    which is almost invisible, like ice.

    So many times I've felt the crawling

    silk of it on my skin.

 

    ii.

    After storms I see spiders

    curl

    as if dead, holding on to one wisp

    of web. Then, once it is safe & rainless,

    begins the spider's restructuring,

    tender, articulate. I wish

    I had such a gesture,

    instinctual, impressive,

    for every silence that passes through me.

    Then I would be mindless,

    & accurate. Isn't that grace (
    the spider knitting

    and knitting without love

    or strain & suddenly this veil the wind

    wears is swaying,

    the spider sits in its strict

    posture waiting . . . And if I wait too,

    long enough to watch the beautiful

    kill, the new web

    will loom & shiver

    to life before me, already so much absence

    showing through. I envy

    the ballet it takes (
    elegant,

    the severe, involved face

    tranced patient

    by instinct. Look

    how it works & reworks

    against the void of air, pricking the invisible

    with the thinnest needles.

    If I had that soothing grace (
    the delicate silver that spools out

    from the spider's touch (
    would I caress

    the terrible faces

    I've passed in shame?

    Of course I'd be called insane.

    But for that moment,

    my hand drifting in love

    the way a spider brushes the air

    like a kiss, a cleansing . . .

    

 

