Mark Smth

A Messenger Travels G eat
Di stances to Reach You

1.
Every night of your life a
nmessenger travels great

di stances to reach you.
Thr ough the highlands his
f oot steps are poundi ng,

where the sheep cross the
tarmac he |l eans on his

horn, the bell of his
bi cycl e clangs t hrough

Cal cutta. Mush! he cries in
t he tundra.
In his |eather suit and goggl es
he hugs his

not orcycl e. These dar kened
woods have been the

site of many human
sacrifices and nassacres.

Signs warn of himof wld
boar .
Conr ade, have you heard of
Her zegovi na? the town

of Mostar? The hone of
bl atina? Wth the hel p of

a Turk, he saddles his nare.
In the diner of a truckstop he
unfolds a map and,

wi th a purple marker,
hi ghl i ghts the route al ong



the Blue Ridge and the
Nat chez Trace.
The yellow fog | anps of a
Citroen are energing

fromthe msts of Gougane
Barra. Rowdy

fairies in the backseat urge
the driver forward.

2.
In the dark he will announce
hi nsel f
with his footsteps on the roof,
with a banging like a

shutter, with his face in
t he wi ndow,
wi th a posthorn, a yodel, with
luffing sails, wth

the bells of an ice cream
truck, the put-put of a

not or boat, the bass of a
boom box.
He will set the Doberman to
bar ki ng, the toul ouse

to hissing in their cages,
he will grab and shake your
foot, your prosthetic

foot, which his violence
wi | | di sengage,
hi s snowshoes are silent,
his business will bring out the
nei ghbor s,
so wll the piss of his canel,
the trunpet of his

pachyder m
he will imtate a bird call in
t he manner of the

Del awar e.

3.
In the dawn’s [ight he wll
appear before you
as a pigeon, a town crier, a
bel | hop, a dove,
as a mail man in Bernuda shorts,
sorting your news

fromthe chaff,



as a bargeman in black, |like a
nussel ,
as a parachutist, dragging his
chut e,
as a zonbie, his corpse only
weeks in the grave.
You will know him by his w nged
heel s and hel net

as he flies above the town,
your |etter extended in

hi s hand.
O delivery man, step down from
your van, let this

sl eepy one sign for his
par cel

4.
He will deliver his nessage |ike
a lisping courtier in
Shakespeare.
He will nail it to the door. An
eviction notice! a
guar antine! a manifesto!
He will creep into your bed and
whi sper with his
nout h agai nst your ear,
he will read al oud the
m sdi rected correspondence
fromthe great |ady who
never answered you. The
postmark is from anot her
century. You nust pay
forty cents postage due.
He wll sing the commttee’s
salutations in his
count ert enor,
he will slide the packet through
the slot, then hide
hi nrsel f behind the tool shed
with his fingers in
hi s ears,
he will bring the news of a
fanmous victory before
expiring in your arnms, his
| ungs bl asted fromthe
effort of his marathon.



5.
Wth the nessage nade known
you will call your many friends
and acquai nt them

with the honor bestowed upon
you by your

col | eagues,
you W || dispatch the biscuit
tins and ordnance to

t he bel eaguer ed out post,
you will put the pistol to your
ear, although if your

nood i s | oquaci ous, you may
substitute a

t el ephone,
you wi Il copy in your own hand a
| ove poem from

an ant hol ogy and send it,
w t hout the proper

attribution, to this new
adm rer,
you wi Il initiate the search for
t he not her of the

baby in the basket. If she
I s needy, he could

beconme your stepson.
The birdcage is the best place
to hide the white

feathers that floated from
t he envel ope.

6.
And if the nessage involves the
messenger ?
As bidden, you will take himto
the beet field and

show where the marquis is
buri ed,
you wi Il surrender the exciting
snapshot of a

flagrant infidelity soneone
commtted in a

cul - de-sac,
you w Il make certain the
qui ni ne and nor phi ne are

i n your satchel, then you
w || acconpany him at



once.
(No, | beg you, do not go with
this stranger, he is

not who he says he is, you

w |l never see your
partner or her child again.)
You will informhimyour reply

to the dean’s

I npertinence is silence. No,
defi ance! But when

he | eaves, your hands
trenbl e when they neet

your face.

7.
And how will you reward this
messenger ?
You will Kkiss himon both
cheeks, avoiding the

duel i ng scar,
You wi |l put your mser’s back
to himand crack

your tiny purse, showi ng him
no el bows,
fromthe gift-wapped box of
chocol ates you w ||

of fer himthe bon-bon in
whi ch you found the

pi nprick of a syringe,
you wil|l take himto your garden
and fill a shopping

bag with zucchini the size
of dachshunds,
you will sit at your desk in
your ni ght gown and

aut ograph a gl ossy of
yoursel f in drag.
O course, if he brings bad news
you may want to

kill him there is precedent
for such behavior.
But if the news is good why not
strike a nedal in

hi s honor ?



But he does not cone, this
gi | ded nessenger. Not

tonight. Not any night. As
he pens his travel ogues

what excuses can he recal
or manufacture to

explain his absence?
Hi s donkey will not budge from
t he thorn bush

despite the many beatings he
delivers with his

sti ck,
the ferry he nust take to cross
the straits has sunk in

a typhoon, drowni ng many
pilgrinmns,
he cannot junpstart the car he
plans to “borrow,”
he is distracted by a barnmaid in
an inn along the

nountain path and stops to
schnmooze, drinking

froma beer nug decorated
Wit h Thunbergi a

and Lorelei,
he pauses in a field to eat his
sandw ches and,

t hi nki ng of his daughter in
her | eg brace playing

wi th her broken doll, falls
into a trancel i ke sl eep,
he brings his punt ashore and
| eans hi s pol e agai nst

a wllow The | ockkeeper’s
wi dow wi Il nurse his

neural gia in her narrow
cottage on the snal

canal .
He tends the | ock, he hoes the
cabbages, he weeds

the showy flower patch that
favors cosnos, he

fishes with a pole for
pi ckerel, with his teeth he

scrapes the garlicked
nmuscles fromthe | egs of

frogs.



Sonmewhere in the |ocked sailors’
chest he keeps

beneath his bed is your
forgotten nmessage. Long

ago the key was taken by a
rat.

Wt hout your nessage
God lets you live the life you
| ead.

But not forever.
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