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VULTURES

At high noon,

the interlocking circles
of their shadows

keep vanishing

and reappearing,

over and over and ovet.

In blind instinct, they know
that with but a little time
the pastures beneath them
will yet again prevail

over anything that breathes.
Like black locomotives

mindlessly locked

in the monotony

of circular tracks,

they keep gliding

on the thermals, marking
their dark, patient time.
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RATTLESNAKES

Their tongues are black,
forked, probing the night

for warm blood.
Their polyphyodont teeth

force them to gorge
their prey whole,

serpents lacking even legs
to distance them

from baking Western sand.
They slither eye level

with scorpions, centipedes,
and tarantulas. Even

their elegant diamonds
glint their fate of darkness.
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THE JACKRABBITS

ignore the vultures

soaring in cobalt thermals
above them, patient as granite
in their wait for death,

the vultures whose shadows
cascade down arroyos

like flashfloods

of jet-black ink.

It’s the raptor

for which they live in fear, rapt
in his icy prayer of hunger,

the raptor, which,

in his dark wisdom,
won’t hesitate

to eat them alive,

for which their great ears,

mobile as satellite dishes,

are ever twitching and turning,
desperate to pick up

the least faint signal of terror.
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JAVELINA

A moonless night

gripped the bedposts

till its knuckles grew white,
pushed violently,

quavered with the fury

of a freshly decapitated god,
and birthed him.

At first light,

I hear his hooves

clacking against shards

of red, volcanic rock

as he lumbers down the mountain
toward the corn and hay

where the mule deer feed.

His three-chambered stomach
still glutted with the stems

of prickly pear pads and roots,
he will finish off the corn

as the deer watch and keep
the safe distance set eons back
by their lame and pallid god.
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NEAR MIDNIGHT

My neighbor said he was headed home

late that night, near midnight.
As soon as his pickup turned the curve

in the road to our subdivision,
ascending a flank of Hancock Hill,
he saw the pack coming straight toward him.

Each coyote froze in the glare of his headlights
and stared as he slammed his brakes
and brought his truck to a dead stop.

He said he and the beasts
faced off for several minutes that night
till in a flash, as one, they bolted,

bleeding into the darkness.
He said he’d never forget
their greenish-gold eyes

glowing like the tips of iron rods
twisted from coals by a blacksmith:
their greenish-gold eyes

glowing in folktales where they strutted
as makers of fateful decisions
and stood proud as founders of human arts.
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PUMA

(Hancock Hill, far West Texas)

OC hen the moonless

night falls and the wind
dies down like the pulsing

tinal spasms of her prey:
when the tinaja
is a giant mirror

wedged between
the thumb and index
finger of a god:

after the thousands
of stars have congregated
in the cool, timeless water:

only then will she slink
to the water’s edge, lower
her muzzle still rosy

with fresh blood,
and lap the jet-black
silhouette of her head.
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BLACK BEAR

For decades they’d been extinct

in Big Bend National Park

until the early nineties

when at least 2 male and female
migrated from the Sierra Madres
eighty or so miles across the desert
to the basin of the Chisos Mountains.

My buddy and I’d just left ““The Window,”
a giant vee of polished granite

which serves as the narrow opening

of the natural rock funnel

for all the basin’s drainage.

Armed with but our walking sticks

and two canteens of water,

and two miles from the nearest ranger,
we’d given up all hope in sighting one
when suddenly, out of the nowhere

of yucca and dead brush,

he appeared and lumbered across our trail
not more than fifteen feet from our faces.
I froze, feigning stoic calm, and shushed

my wide-eyed buddy positioning me

in front of him like a human shield

and nudging me frantically onward

that day when for a few fleeting seconds
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we stood face-to-face against beast,
sand, rock, sky and our paltry
stand-in-stardom in the big picture.
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HEREFORD COW

Her labored, otherworldly lowing

drifts through the thorns of cholla cactus
and thins like vapor

sucked into the West Texas sky.
Under June sun,
her spine's a rod of red-orange iron

hammered on a blacksmith's anvil.
Her calf writhes, laid out on its bed
of scorpion husks

and the powdered bones of its forebears.
She struggles to her hooves,
laps the afterbirth as if it were

the water of 2 windmill,
nudges her calf
to the wobbly stilts of its legs,

and draws deep drafts
from the oven of her shadeless wotld,
sporting its hell like a fur coat.
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HEREFORD BULL

After the mount your cloven hooves
shudder the parched West Texas earth

like the dropped barbells of a weight lifter.

You swagger across the pasture
behind the pendulous drool
of your muzzle, your sponge-like brain

saturated with hot blood
in which sloshes your solitary thought
of a cow in heat, a scarlet caldron

swinging between the thick parentheses
of your horns. In his Stetson's shade,
through the wire-like slits of his eyes,

the proud rancher watches you,
fixing his gaze on the huge pink
melons of your testicles, and he grins.
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NERVOUS HORSES

In the ranch house, she falls asleep
sans bidding him good night

though words are never what they seem.
He tosses, grinding his teeth in a nightmare,

seeing stained glass as the fingerprint of God.

In their stalls, in utter darkness,

the horses neigh, paw the straw, and stir,
hours before the windblasts of the norther.
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