Labor

By Nick McRae

I.

In the field slump bails of hay, 

browned and mottled by rain 

and sun, bail upon bail, 

dotting the old burn like a handful of corn 

tossed to birds that stream and crisscross. 

Slabs of slate and granite 

twist and burn beneath the earth—

beneath the feet of men and women, 

day-laborers, their boots and sneakers 

taped and peeling, sewn with hide 

and fencewire in strange surgeries, 

old faces bent, hands laid into flesh 

praying not now, not now, 

and the earth stitches itself together 

for the last time. 

Faultlines bulge at the seams, 

discs of rock slip free of the river 

like praying hands at some baptism 

of the wicked ground. 

Such forgiveness is only found 

at the feet of mountains, cloudy-headed, 

barbed with pine and briar and persimmon.

II.

The first tram of the day jolts, 

heaves into the bleary-eyed streets again, 

its bright cylinder laden with bodies 

bound for work—for shops and classrooms. 

They lean into every curve, 

strain against each other, 

against the plastic hull 

in the synthetic fertility of dawn, 

until they burst forth each stop, 

the human pressure 

seeping out onto Česká. 

And the pregnant roam the street, 

bellies pushing hard against red spandex, 

cotton blends and ribbons. 

They press newspapers into the hands 

of girls, men, the old babička 

with the poodle and the woolen shawl—

just as the words press 

against their unborn, 

the screenprint drawn tight 

against their bulges.

III.

They find it impossible to be blind 

under the press of the sun’s 

labored altimeters. 

Their every turn swathed in cracked pastel, 

as steadfast as the hills of Austria, 

they turn always toward home, 

familiar as hello. 

Yet there will be one, perhaps, who sheds 

his parka, who runs for his life, 

waving hands, flailing arms, 

rolling onward forever 

like a riderless bicycle. 

The others gape and howl as he flees. 

They cough, they squint and see him impaled 

by falling steeples. 

And though he runs on, they will beat 

their breasts and smile, will scurry to the hearth 

for tea. But the one will drift, and then limp, 

and then stagger like smoke, 

falling into the prenatal dusk 

where he will pin himself to the night 

like a porch burning a single welcomed bulb.

