Tar

C.K. Williams, from TAR

"STILL LIFE"

All we do -- how old are we? I must be twelve, she a little older; thirteen, fourteen -- is hold hands

and wander out behind a barn, past a rusty hay rake, a half-collapsed Model T,

then down across a barbed-wire grated pasture -- early emerald ryegrass, sumac in the dip --

to where a brook, high with run-off from a morning storm, broadened and spilled over --

turgid, muddy, viscous, snagged here and there with shattered branches -- in a bottom meadow.

I don't know then that the place, a mile from anywhere, and day, brilliant, sultry, balmy,

are intensifying everything I feel, but I know that what made simply touching her

almost a consummation was as much the light, the sullen surge of water through the grass,

the coils of scent, half hers -- the unfamiliar perspiration, talc, something else I'll never place --

and half the air's: mown hay somewhere, crushed clover underfoot, the brook, the breeze.

I breathe it still, that breeze, and, not knowing how I know for certain that it's that,

although it is, I know, exactly that, I drag it in and drive it -- rich, delicious,

as biting as wet tin -- down, my mind casting up flickers to fit it -- another field, a hollow --

and now her face, even it, frail and fine, comes momentarily to focus, and her hand,

intricate and slim, the surprising firmness of her clasp, how judiciously it meshes mine.

All we do -- how long does it last? an hour or two, not even one whole afternoon:

I'll never see her after that, and strangely (strange even now), not mind, as though,

in that afternoon the revelations weren't only the promise of flesh, but of resignation --

all we do is trail along beside the stream until it narrows, find the one-log bridge

and cross into the forest on the other side: silent foothills, a crest, a lip.

I don't know then how much someday -- today -- I'll need it all, how much want to hold it,

and, not knowing why, not knowing still how time can tempt us so emphatically and yet elude us,

not have it, not the way I would, not the way I want to have that day, that light,

the motes that would have risen from the stack of straw we leaned on for a moment,

the tempered warmth of air which so precisely seemed the coefficient of my fearful ardor,

not, after all, even the objective place, those shifting paths I can't really follow now

but only can compile from how many other ambles into other woods, other stoppings in a glade --

(for a while we were lost, and frightened; night was just beyond the hills; we circled back) --

even, too, her gaze, so darkly penetrating, then lifting idly past, is so much imagination,

a portion of that figured veil we cast against oblivion, then try, with little hope, to tear away.
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"Tar"

The first morning of Three Mile Island; those first disquieting, uncertain, mystifying hours.

All morning a crew of workmen have been tearing the old decrepit roof off our building,

and all morning, trying to distract myself, I’ve been wandering out to watch them

as they hack away the leaden layers of asbestos paper and disassemble the disintegrating drains.

After half a night of listening to the news, wondering how to know a hundred miles downwind

if and when to make a run for it and where, then a coming bolt awake at seven

when the roofers we’ve been waiting for since winter sent their ladders shrieking up our wall,

we still know less than nothing: the utility company continues making little of the accident,

the slick federal spokesmen still have their evasions in some semblance of order.

Surely we suspect now we’re being lied to, but in the meantime, there are the roofers,

setting winch-frames, sledging rounds of tar apart, and there I am, on the curb across, gawking.

I never realized what brutal work it is, how matter-of-factly and harrowingly dangerous.

The ladders flex and quiver, things skid from the edge, the materials are bulky and recalcitrant.

When the rusty, antique nails are levered out, their heads pull off; the underroofing crumbles.

Even the battered little furnace, roaring along as patient as a donkey, chokes and clogs,

a dense, malignant smoke shoots up, and someone has to fiddle with a cock, then hammer it,

before the gush and stench will deintensify, the dark, Dantean broth wearily subside.

In its crucible, the stuff looks bland, like licorice, spill it through, on your boots or coveralls,

it sears, and everything is permeated with it, the furnace gunked with burst and half-burst bubbles,

the mean themselves so completely slashed and mucked they seem almost from another realm, like trolls.

When they take their break, they leave their brooms standing at attention in the asphalt pails,

work gloves clinging like Br’er Rabbit to the bitten shafts, and they slouch along the precipitous lip,

the enormous sky behind them, the heavy noontime air alive with shimmers and mirages.

Sometime in the afternoon I had to go inside: the advent of our vigil was upon us.

However much we didn’t want to, however little we would do about it, we’d understood:

we were going to perish of all this, if not now, then soon, if not soon, then someday.

Someday, some final generation, hysterically aswarm beneath an atmosphere as unrelenting as rock,

would rue us all, anathematize our earthly comforts, curse our surfeits and submissions.

I think I know, though I might rather not, why my roofers stay so clear to me and why the rest,

the terror of that time, the reflexive disbelief and distancing, all we should hold on to, dims so.

I remember the president in his absurd protective booties, looking absolutely unafraid, the fool.

I remember a woman on the front page glaring across the misty Susquehanna at those looming stacks.

But, more vividly, the men, silvered with glitter from the shingles, clinging like starlings beneath the eaves.

Even the leftover carats of tar in the gutter, so black they seemed to suck the light out of the air.

By night fall kids had come across them: every sidewalk on the block was scribbled with obscenities and hearts.

Neglect

An old hill town in northern Pennsylvania, a missed connection for a bus, and hour to kill.

For all intents and purposes, the place was uninhabited; the mines had close years before—

anthracite too dear to dig, the companies went west to strip, the miners to the cities—

and now, although the four-lane truck route still went through—eighteen wheelers pounding past—

that was almost all: a shuttered Buick dealer, a grocery, not even a McDonald’s,

just the combination ticket office, luncheonette and five-=and-dime where the buses turned around.

A low, gray frame building, it was gloomy and rundown, but charmingly old-fashioned:

ancient wooden floors, open shelves, the smell of unwrapped candy, cigarettes and bandaid glue.

The only people there, the only people I think that I remember from the town at all,

were the silent woman at the register, and a youngish teen-aged boy standing reading.

The woman smoked and smoked, stared out the streaky window, handed me my coffee with indifference.

It was hard to tell how old she was: her hair was dyed and teased, iced into a beehive.

The boy was frail, sidelong somehow, afflicted with a devastating Nessus-shirt of acne

boiling down his face and neck—pits and pores, scarlet streaks and scars; saddening.

We stood together at the magazine rack for a while before I realized what he was looking at.

Pornography: two naked men, one grimaces, the other, with a fist inside the first one, grins.

I must have flinched: the boy sidled down, blanked his face more and I left to take a walk.

It was cold, but not enough to catch or clear your breath: uncertain clouds, unemphatic light.

Everything seemed dimmed and colorless, the sense of surfaces dissolving, like the Parthenon.

Farther down the main street were a dentist and a chiropractor, both with hand-carved signs,

then the Elks’ decaying clapboard mansion with a parking space “Reserved for the Exalted Ruler,”

and a Russian church, gilt onion domes, a four horned air-raid siren on a pole between them.

Two bocks in, the old slate sidewalks shatter and uplift—gnawed lawns, aluminum butane tanks—

then the roads begin to peter out and rise: half fenced yards with scabs of weeks-old snow,

thin, inky, oily leads of melt insinuating down the gulleys and the cindered cuts

that rose again into the footings of the filthy, disused slagheaps ringing the horizon.

There was nowhere else.  At the depot now, the woman and the boy were both behind the counter.

He was on a stool, his eyes closed, she stood just in back of him, massaging him,

hauling at his shoulders, kneading at the muscles like a boxer’s trainer between rounds.

I picked up the county paper: it was anti-crime and welfare bums, for Reaganomics and defense.

The wire-photo was an actress in her swimming suit, that famously expensive bosom, cream.

The Dog

Except for the dog, that she wouldn’t have him put away, wouldn’t let him die, I’d have liked her.

She was handsome, busty, chunky, early middle-aged, very black, with a stiff, exotic dignity

that flurried up in me a mix of warmth and sexual apprehension neither of which, to tell the truth,

I tried very hard to nail down: she was that much older and in those days there was still the race thing.

This was just at the time of civil rights: the neighborhood I was living in was mixed.

In the narrow streets, the tiny three-floored houses they called father-son-holy-ghosts

which has been servants’ quarters first, workers’ tenements, then slums, still were, but enclaves of us,

beatniks and young artists, squatted there and commerce between everyone was fairly easy.

Her dog, a grinning mongrel, rib and knob, gristle and grizzle, wasn’t terribly offensive.

The trouble was that he was ill, or the trouble more exactly was that I had to know abut it.

She used to walk him on a lot I overlooked, he must have had a tumor or a blockage of some sort

because every time he moved his bowels, he shrieked, a chilling, almost human scream of anguish.

It nearly always caught me unawares, but even when I’d see them first, it wasn’t better.

The limp leash coiled in her hand, the woman would be profiled to the dog, staring into the distance,

apparently oblivious, those breasts of hers like stone, while he, not a step away, laboring,

trying to eject the feeble, mucus-coated, blood-flecked chains that finally spurted from him,

would set himself on tip-toe and hump into a question mark, one quivering back leg grotesquely lifted.

Every other moment he’d turn his head, as though he wanted her, to no avail, to look at him,

then his eyes would dim and he’d drive his wounded anus in the dirt, keening uncontrollably,

lurching forward in a hideous, electric dance as though someone were at him with a club.

When at last he’d finish, she’d wipe him with a tissue like a child; he’d lick her hand.

It was horrifying; I was always going to call the police; once I actually went out to chastise her—

didn’t she know how selfish she was, how the animal was suffering?—she scared me off, though.

She was older than I’d thought, for one thing, her flesh was loosening, pouches of at beneath the eyes,

and poorer, too, shabby, tarnished: I imagined smelling something faintly acrid as I passed.

Had I ever really mooned for such a creature?  I slunk around the block, chagrined, abashed.

I don’t recall them too long after that.  Maybe the dog died, maybe I was just less sensitive.

Maybe one year when the cold came and I closed my windows, I forgot them…then I moved.

Everything was complicated now, so many tensions, so much bothersome self-consciousness.

Anyway, those back streets, especially in bad weather when the ginkgos lost their leaves, were bleak.

It’s restored there now, ivy, pointed brick, garden walls with broken bottles mortared on them,

but you’d get sick and tired then: the rubbish in the gutter, the general sense of dereliction.

Also, I’d found a girl to be in love with: all we wanted was to live together, so we did.

The Mother’s Lips

Until I asked her to please stop doing it and was astonished to find that she not only could

but from the moment I asked her in fact would stop doing it, my mother, all through my childhood,

when I was saying something to her, something important, would move her lips as I was speaking

so that she seemed to be saying under her breath the very words I was saying as I was saying them.

Or, even more disconcertingly—wildly so now that my puberty had erupted—before I said them.

When I was smaller, I must just have assumed that she was omniscient.  Why not?

She knew everything else—when I was tired, or lying; she’d know I was ill before I did.

I may even have thought—how could it not have come into my mind?—that she caused what I said.

All she was really doing of course was mouthing my words a split second after I said them to myself,

but it wasn’t until my own children were learning to talk that I really understood how,

and understood, too, the edge of anxiety in it, the wanting to bring you along out of the silence,

the compulsion to lift you again from those blank caverns of namelessness we encase.

That was long afterward, though: where I was now was just wanting to get her to stop,

and, considering how I brooded and raged in those days, how quickly my teeth went on edge,

the restraint I approached her with seems remarkable, although her so unprotestingly,

readily taming a habit by then three children and a dozen years old was as much so.

It’s endearing to watch us again in that long-ago dusk, facing each other, my mother and me.

I’ve just grown to her height, or just past it: there are our lips moving together,

now the unison suddenly breaks, I have to go on by myself, no maestro, no score to follow.

I wonder what finally made me take umbrage enough, or heart enough, to confront her?

It’s not important.  My cocoon at that age was already unwinding: the threads ravel and snarl.

When I find one again, it’s that two o’clock in the morning, a grim hotel on a square,

the impenetrable maze of an endless city, when, really alone for the first time in my life,

I found myself leaning from the window, incanting in a tearing whisper what I thought were poems.

I’d love to know what I raved that night to the night, what those innocent dithyrambs were,

or to feel what so ecstatically drew me out of myself and beyond…Nothing is there, though,

only the solemn piazza beneath me, the riot of dim, tiled roofs and impassable alleys,

my desolate bed behind me, and my voice, hoarse, and the sweet, alien air against me like a kiss.

