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William Heyen

WITNESS

We’d walked into the small warm shed

where spring lambs lay in straw

in the half-dark still smelling of their birth,

of ammonia, the damp grass, dung,

into this world in the middle of a field

where lambs bleating soft songs lifted

their too-heavy heads toward their mothers,

gentle presences within their wool clouds.

Later, outside, as I watched,

Wenzel wrapped his left arm around a sheep’s neck
and struck her with the sledge in his right hand.
The dying sheep, her forehead crushed, cried out,
past pain, for her mortal life. Blood flowed

from her burst skull, over her eyes, her black nose.
Wenzel dropped her to the grass.

When I ran home, I struck my head

on a blossoming apple-bough.

Where was the dead sheep?

What did [ hear?

Where is the witness now?

I was nine or ten.

Her cry was terror,

so | lay awake to hear her,

to wonder why she didn’t seem to know
her next manger, her golden fields.

Her odors drifted through my screen —
the hay at the roots of her wool,

her urine, the wet graindust under her chin,
her birth fluids hot and flecked with blood.
I could hear her bleat

to her last lamb, hear her heartbeat

in the black air of my room.

Where was the dead sheep?

Why did she cry for her loss?

Where is the witness now?

Not to accept, but to awaken.

Not to understand, to cry terror, but to know

that even a billon years later, now,

we breathe the first circle of light,

and the light curves into us, into the deer’s back,
the man’s neck, the woman’s thigh,

the cat’s mouse-mossed tongue, all the ruby

berries ripening in evening air.

The dead elms and chestnuts are of it, and do not
break the curve. The jeweled flies sip it,

and do not break the curve.

QOur homes inhabit, and ride the curve.

The mountains, its children, do not break the curve.
Our moon, our rivers, the furthest stars blinking blue,

the great named and nameless comets do not break the curve.

The odorous apple-blossom rain does not break the curve.
The struck ewe’s broken brainpan does not break the curve.
Wenzel nor this witness breaks the curve.

In the shed’s dusk where spring lambs

sang to their mothers, in my dark room

where the dead ewe’s odors drifted my sleep,

and now, within these cells where her forehead blood
flows once more into recollection,

the light curves. You and I bear witness, and know this,
and as we do the light curves into this knowledge.

The struck ewe lives in this light,

in this curve of the only unbroken light.
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