A Map of the City

I stand upon a hill and see

A luminous country under me,

Through which at two the drunk sailor must weave;
The transient’s pause, the sailot’s leave.

I notice, looking down the hill,
Arms braced upon a window sill;
And on the web of fire escapes
Move the potential, the grey shapes.

I hold the city here, complete;

And every shape defined by light

Is mine, or corresponds to mine,
Some flickering or some steady shine.

This map is ground of my delight.
Between the limits, night by night,
I watch a malady’s advance,

I recognize my love of chance.

By the recurrent lights I see
Endless potentiality,
The crowded, broken, and unfinished!

I would not have the risk diminished.



Black Jackets

In the silence that prolongs the span
Rawly of music when the record ends,
The red-haired boy who drove a van

In weekday overalls but, like his friends,

Wore cycle boots and jacket here

To suit the Sunday hangout he was in,
Heard, as he stretched back from his beer,
Leather creak softly round his neck and chin.

Before him, on a coal-black sleeve

Remote exertion had lined, scratched, and burned
Insignia that could not revive

The heroic fall or climb where they were earned.

On the other drinkers bent together,
Concocting selves for their impervious kit,

He saw it as no more than leather

Which, taught across the shoulders grown to it,

Sent through the dimness of a bar

As sudden and anonymous hints of light
As those that shipping give, that are

Now flickers in the Bay, now lost in sight.

He stretched out like a cat, and rolled

The bitterish taste of beer upon his tongue,
And listened to a joke being told:

The present was the things he stayed among.

If it was only loss he wore,

He wore it to assert, with fierce devotion,
Complicity and nothing more.

He recollected his initiation,

And one especially of the rites.

For on his shoulders they had put tattoos:
The group's name on the left, The Knights,
And on the right the slogan Born to Lose.



My Sad Captains

One by one they appear in

the darkness: a few friends, and

a few with historical

names. How late they start to shine!
but before they fade they stand
perfectly embodied, all

the past lapping them like a
cloak of chaos. They were men
who, I thought, lived only to
renew the wasteful force they
spent with each hot convulsion.
They remind me, distant now.

True, they are not at rest yet,
but now they are indeed

apart, winnowed from failures,
they withdraw to an orbit

and turn with disinterested
hard energy, like the stars.



The Man with Night Sweats

I wake up cold, I who

Prospered through dreams of heat
Wake to their residue,

Sweat, and a clinging sheet.

My flesh was its own shield:
Where it was gashed, it healed.

I grew as I explored

The body I could trust
Even while I adored

The risk that made robust,

A world of wonders in
Each challenge to the skin.

I cannot but be sorry

The given shield was cracked,
My mind reduced to hurry,
My flesh reduced and wrecked.

I have to change the bed,
But catch myself instead

Stopped upright where I am
Hugging my body to me

As if to shield it from

The pains that will go through me,

As if hands were enough
To hold an avalanche off.



