
Driving north through Central Valley
in the late summer heat        
 hardly a wind can breathe.
 
Once, when I was so filled with heartache
I rarely opened my mouth for fear
the last bird in me would flit and flicker out
I packed my car and left San Diego for the bay.
 
In the arid miles from the grapevine to Gilroy
I felt most at home in my sorrow:
something about that vast, flat plain
tendered by fruit trees and sunbaked pasture,
or the way the sky filled its place
made no concessions despite its emptiness.
 
I understood too what sort of electricity
crackles in those tall transmission towers
bow-legged cowboys all out of secrets
visible down to their bones.
 
Every time I drive through that shimmering fever
I find the same melancholy, waiting
like a fruit stand by the road.
 
I think I’ve lived many lives by now
a feeling as I pass the trees
in their fencepost rows
leaves lush with striving
and all their history
in the soil below.
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our proudest personas
our most hideous natures
 
all night I turn this question like a flame
as an owl in darkness calls
 
are they by ancient alchemy
melded into alloys
slithering inside veins in Hippocratic stasis
 
or as Neruda mused in a faraway ciudad
do they live for a while
die
and rise again transformed
miracle butterflies
 
it dawns on me they are discrete pennants
we fly on timely occasions
our generous
fierce
or respectable profiles
 
maybe we stash them in lacquered watchmaker cabinets
each tucked in a tiny drawer ready to be plucked instantly
 
how odd such blazons must seem
to the raven perched yonder
in his humble cassock
 
this morning
cattails by the old pond ask not
and who are you today

and where do we sTore our varIous 
selves anyway
Isabelle Bohl


