


The Work Will

Witness
Sonnets by C.S. Thompson

Copyright © 2010 Brass Window Books

Cover Art: Malevolence by William Blake
(1799)

Back Cover Art: Hecate by William Blake
(1795)

Published by Brass Window Books
42 Green St.

Bridgton, ME 04009
Printed in the United States of America

http://www.brasswindow.com



A sonnet sequence in honor of my wife and
inspiration, Cicely Noel Thompson. Perhaps
nothing could be less in the spirit of our time than
such a work, but this is all the more reason for it to
exist.
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I know you yearn for how we used to be:

The clarity and purity of nights

Spent dreaming, talking, loving fearlessly
Without a hint of shadows. But the heights

Of early love, though dizzy, must descend
Through snow-filled passes choked with torn
debris,

Black forests, broken boulders, narrow glens

Of pine and spruce. From light, through mystery,
Through ever deeper darkness, to the base,
Where we can breathe beneath the light of day.
There I will cup my hands around your face

And kiss your forehead softly. And I'll say:
"Though early love is blameless, bright and clear,
Its depths are gained by passing through the fear."
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"The work itself bears witness"- so they say.

All things are proven, not by words, but deeds.
We walk a narrow, haunted, ancient way

That's gone to ruin. Overgrown with weeds,
And shunned by those who should have kept it
clear-

The path of lovers. Once a shining trail,

Now burnt and broken. There are monsters here.
They wait in ambush, ghosts of loves that failed,
And hungry, yet, to savor blood and life.
Breathe deep and quiet; feel your hand in mine.
These vampires have no power. You're my wife,
And we shall need no "once upon a time."

Our love is such as these could never know.

In holy passion I will prove it so.
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The sense of wonder- that's a thing we share.

I work with words, but words can barely hint
At what, in fact, is so completely there

It has no words. And likewise, in the glint

Of shades and meanings that your paints reveal
There's nothing but an outline, so immense

It can't be captured. Though we seek to steal
The fire of God, and frame it into sense,

It can't be done, however great the skill.

And yet, with words and pigments we impart
A glimpse of something endless, deep and still
That makes us shudder. Though there's no such art
As singing what you are to me, I'll trace

A rumor of its glory, by God's grace.
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Our eyes meet from just half an inch away.

Your lips part slightly as you gasp for breath,
Then cry out loud. You close your eyes and say,
"I'm yours completely," as a kind of death

Yawns underneath you. Now you close your eyes
And scream, unconscious, in the vast bright black.
I watch your face. You part your soft white thighs
And clench your hands against my sweat-soaked
back.

I pull you closer still, and rest my chin

Against your shoulder as you come awake.

I chase you through the darkness, and begin

To die as well. And even as you take

Your first breath as a being made whole and new,
I reach the other side inside of you.
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Your face is here before my mind, although
I wander far. And, seeing you, I ache.

A subtle pain arises, and [ know

I'll close my eyes alone. But when I wake,
You'll be there smiling, just outside the door.
This life is strange and still without you here.
So far away, my body, bruised and sore

In dedication to the old, severe
Anachronistic way I live my life,

Reminds me that a fighting man must taste
Both war and beauty, peace and painful strife.
Today, I fought. And, dreaming of your face,
I know tomorrow will be bright and blessed
With quiet wonder, and with joyful rest.
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As drained yet proud as if you'd gone to war,

You fall exhausted, stretched out at my side.
Your green eyes damp, your limbs as weak and
sore

As if you'd chopped a cord of wood. Your pride
Compels you not to fall asleep until

You've told me tales of how you passed the night-
Strange problems solved by methods stranger still,
And of your one, compelling, constant fight-

To serve, to care, to comfort those who weep,

As you have done with everyone you've met.

I stroke your hair and whisper, "Go to sleep."
You look at me and mouth the words, "Not yet."
And then our lips meet, fierce as if we'd fought,
Expressing all the things that words cannot.
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Compelling shadows mingle, mixed with light,
And leer from corners like corrupting ghosts,
Confusing truth and fiction till the night

Is thronged with grim illusions like a host

Of bloody revenants. I touch your hand,

But you are lost as well, and just as sure

That you need help as I am. Though we stand
Beside each other in this holy war

We must remember that we both are weak,
And there's no case in which we walk alone
Without regret. With every word we speak,
With every act, we help create this home-

In reaching out to touch your hand I give

Each ounce of strength to you, by whom I live.
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Without you here, this endless list of deeds-

Of things accomplished, dreams made whole and
real-

No longer seems to matter much, the creed

Of self-reliance least of all. I feel

No joy, no beauty in a list of acts.

For if I wrote ten thousand books, what then?
These things are not where freedom lives. In fact,
They're only in and of the world of men,

A world as false and transitory now

As it has always been. But even so,

With you beside me they are changed somehow,
Transformed by love and purpose. Though I know
That there's no meaning in these things I do
They're sacred once again when done with you.
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With you the deepest mysteries, these dreams,
These symbol-games like beads of shale or glass,
The paradox of deity, the means

Expedient or otherwise, the tasks

That we've been granted and the profound light
Veiled always by obscurity, the tale

Of what we suffer and the drunk delight

Of thunderstorms and days of wind and hail,
The laughter and the dancing and the tears,
The broken sobs, the long contented kiss,

The dark, most subtle mystery and fear,

And all the fruits and promises of bliss:

With you, and with none other, I have known,
All this and more could finally be my own.
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Alone with you, in silence, as the stars

Come one by one awake against the sky.

You turn a page and smile at me, and I

Smile back at you without a word. The wars,
Atrocities and passions of the world

Mean less than nothing in our private place.

I press my lips, just once, against your face,
Then catch your eyes and mouth the words, "My
girl."

You wrap your arms around me and lean in
To press your head against my own- a prayer
Of honest gratitude for what we share.

I pull back for a moment, and I grin,

Then point across the room. You get the wine.
This life of ours holds all things rare and fine.
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I wish that I could always dry your tears

As quickly as you shed them, so your heart
No longer knew what sorrow was. Apart,

I cannot cleanse your spirit, heal your fears,
And show you such bright gentleness that you
Can only close your eyes and smile and sigh,
Contented and complete. And yet if |

Could show you, in this moment, what I knew
That first long night of conversation- then
You'd never fear, you'd never think to doubt.
That light would drive all darker dreamings out
And they would never trouble you again.

But treasures lie behind a hidden door,
Marked God did not create us to be sure.
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Surrounded, as I am, by light and noise,

By flashing colors, music, strident calls,

By ringing bells and clashing billiard balls,
Hard, silent men and wild, excited boys,

My thoughts, from all this chaos, find release
In flying home to you. I see your eyes

As wide and open as the autumn skies,

And suddenly, in all this madness, peace-

A clear, still place where nothing moves at all
Except the mystery of God's own grace

As vast and quiet as the void of space.

You wanted to be sure that I would call,
While all along, as you must surely know
I'm next to you no matter where I go.
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This sense of freedom and of open space
Expands with every day, a bright, blue sky

As clear as water, leaving not a trace.

So many want to sell the world a lie

That this amazement is the kind of bond

A slave would wear- and yet they seek the chain!
This dull cliche still somehow lingers on.

But those of us who've drunk our share of pain,
Grown intimate with suffering, and known
The life of outcasts also know the taste

Of freedom when we find it. All alone

I knew my narrow self, but in your face

I see the whole horizon, and I feel

Each day more free, and more completely real.

15
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Now autumn comes, and with it, hints of cold
Blown in on every breeze. The leaves will change,
In bright displays of dying glory. Strange,

It's only when the leaf itself is old

And close to death that it reveals its face.
We're still so young, and everything we share
Is like the spring, exploding everywhere
With vibrant life. It's far too soon to trace
The shape our love will take when years have
passed

And you and I are like the trees in fall,
Hunched over in the growing wind, with all
Their branches bent. I'd like to think, at last,
We'll fade into a brilliance just as bright

As autumn leaves before the long cold night.
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It shows itself in little things like this.
We couldn't see each other much today-
One minute, maybe, and a hurried kiss

Before you smiled, and waved, and walked away.

We're active people, and we give our hearts
Completely and in everything we do.

Our play is work. I teach these ancient arts,

With sword in hand both night and day. And you
Will hunch before your canvas as the moon
Flies slowly through the clouds as if on wings.
Though often we must bid farewell too soon
Love shows itself in very simple things.

When I came home tonight I smiled and sighed
To see the dinner you had set aside.
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It's almost painful how it fills my chest-

This light, expanding, till I nearly feel

That I could burst. I hold you, gently pressed
As close to me as possible. You steal

A glance at me, then smile and slowly turn
Your bright, big eyes straight up at me. And I
Am filled with something so intense I yearn
To find a way to tell you. Though I try,

The words I speak are merely dull cliches,
Frivolities, or jests, without a trace

Of all the things I wish that I could say.

I wrap my arms around you, and your face
Drives out the poet in me, strikes me dumb
And leaves me grinning, witless, wordless, numb.

18



17

A dark, fat rose casts shadows in the light,
And there, behind the phone, a photograph-

I kiss your forehead as you almost laugh,

My fingers in your hair. The wall is white,
Except for where you've painted on my name.
Your books are stacked nearby, beside the oils,
While on the altar, chocolate wrapped in foil
Keeps watch beside your candles. It's the same
In every nook and alcove of this place.

You're everywhere, and nothing here is mine
That isn't also yours- a mesh so fine

I almost think that anyone could trace

My inner gnosis if they knew the art

Of seeing what's inside your secret heart.
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You crept in like a burglar, but I saw.

You stretched, and grabbed the box, and quickly
left.

I didn't speak. Perhaps the quiet awe

Of knowing that this sudden, furtive theft

Could change my world forever stilled my voice.
I closed my eyes as if to go to sleep,

But found that I could hardly breathe. The choice
To walk this road beside you, and to keep

My dreams in yours had finally led us here!

I held my breath, then let it out again,

And told myself to calm my sudden fear-

We'd been through many false alarms. But then
The doorknob turned and there you were, as bright
As if your smile, and all the world, was light.

20
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How strange- you lie asleep, and I'm awake

At ten o'clock. You're stretched out on the bed
With blankets wrapped around you, and your head
Half-buried by your pillow. How I ache

To lie above you, kiss your milk-white breast,
And push inside you, hear your quiet cry,

And see that bright, void gleaming in your eye

As darkness comes. But all your strength is pressed
Into the service of a greater fight-

To make, protect and consecrate this life

That we've created. Oh, my gentle wife,

I miss our passion but I take delight

In knowing that you lie upstairs, asleep

Because you have a solemn charge to keep.

21
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The wind blows cold, and up the coast it creeps-
A hurricane is coming. Branches bend

And red leaves flutter, while the cold air seeps
Through every crack. I close my eyes, and send
The warmth inside me through the empty space
Between us as you lie at home in bed.

I soothe the worries from your dreaming face
And smooth the cares that tumble through your
head.

You've suffered every day this month, I know.
This night will be a long, hard night as well.

To reach our destination you must go

Through hunger, nausea, and all the hell

Of long fatigue. There's nothing I can do

But ask our God to pass my strength to you.
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I kiss your stomach, passing thoughts of life
And gentle strength to both of you. Your eyes
Seem big and soft and innocent. My wife,

This changing world of ours has given rise

To something strange. I feel not proud, but small-
As insignificant as if my deeds

Were words in water, fading. After all,

They always were. But now, to tend your needs,
To keep you healthy, happy, safe and warm,

To ease your burdens, and with every act

To bless our child- these tasks have now
transformed

My life from something shadowed by the fact
Of transience to something blessed and bright-
A universe has opened to my sight.

23
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The subtlety of silent music calls,

Like voices in a forest, to our hearts.

Dark groves of bluish green, clear waterfalls
And pools as cold and deep as time impart

A faint, pure flavor to the unheard song

That flows beneath the world. And so it goes
With all true magic, all that's clear and strong-
The most divine creation scarcely shows

Its glory, but conceals and veils its light.

Let no one tell you love should rage like fire-
Our love is passion purified, so bright

That even in our most intense desire

The chaos of our need contains the cool

And subtle beauty of a mountain pool.

24
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Two worlds unite. I gasp, and close my eyes-
This earth of striving, suffering and tears
And all the wide, bright, open, empty skies
Of perfect joy are now made one. The years
Of shame and conflict and the timeless grace
Of one eternal instant; soul and skin;

The soaring of a hawk through open space
And all the dull, thick heaviness of sin-
There's no distinction. This is why we drink,
And this is why we kill ourselves- for this.
One moment where we neither strive nor think,
But simply live, in flawless, selfless bliss.
When you and I are one here, in the flesh,
Two worlds unite and earth and heaven mesh.
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There's one thing only, in this world of lies,
That mirrors, like an image in a pool,

The love of God. No cant or compromise
Suffices there. You must become a fool,
Despised by all the world, to see His face.
And so it is with marriage. Partial deeds
Accomplish nothing, for they bear the trace
And taint of reservation, and the seeds

Of what will, in the end, destroy your love.
I know this from my own experience.

So if we wish to taste the pleasures of

True mystic union, we must lose the sense
Of 'mine' and 'yours' and independent rights,
And give ourselves completely to this light.
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You stumble home, exhausted, from a fight
That calls up every resource of your will-

To face the struggles of an endless night

Of other people's madness, keeping still

A clear, calm point within you for your own
That listens, helps, and yet knows how to love
Despite the cost. You're done now- welcome home,
Lie down and tell me all the details of

Your daily battle. I would hear it all,

Give comfort where I can, then kiss your head.
You'll close your eyes at last, then start to fall
Away to dream. I'll kneel beside the bed

And wrap the blankets tight around you, warm,
And sheltered in all ways from every storm.

27
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Thick, wet and heavy, mist obscures the bay,
And wraps the boat in insubstantial arms.
Cold drops of fine and stinging ocean spray
Strike hard against the deck. Of all the charms
Of island living, this is surely one

That few would envy. Yet the constant change
Of ocean water, snow and wind and sun,

Is poetry itself. Still, all the strange

And subtle pleasures of this life we share
Among the wet and wave-torn island stones,
Though most refined and precious, can't compare
To what we have within our little home-

A world of art and worship and delight,

And first of all, between us, love's true light.
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This world is filled with raptures, breaths of fire
That flicker through the landscape, still unseen
But felt regardless, as a strange desire

For something more. We dwell here, in-between,
And capable of living with an eye

To either world. Witch-doctors, in a sense,

We conjure visions of the distant skies

Of other worlds, and we could journey hence
At any moment with a piece of chalk,

By simply using it to sketch a door.

There's no one else with whom I truly talk
About such matters, none who could explore
The realms of mythic wonder at my side
Except my own beloved queen and bride.

29
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Your brow is furrowed, and your voice afraid-
The fear of loneliness is known to all,

But now and then it goes forth as a shade,
Revengeful and destructive, to appall-

To freeze the spirit with a cold, deep fear,
That makes the universe an empty place
Where all the wonders of this life appear

Like dying stars alone in outer space,
Condemned to fade into a deeper night.

But calm your heart. No shade can touch you now.
My life, my strength, my love and all my light
Belong to you completely. I have vowed

To stand beside you, and my heart is one
Bright mystic passion, like a constant sun.
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The art of waiting is a skill we've learned
Through daily practice. Halfway there at last,
It's time to look upon the time that's passed
And know its nature. Since we met we've yearned
To know each other perfectly, and so

We met in hunger unrestrained and wove

The magic of creation from our love,

Which flowered into life within you. Though
You suffered for the first few months, and still
Have much to face ahead of you, we wait

In silent joy, obedient to fate

But eager for the solemn, breathless thrill

Of holding to our hearts the mystery

Of boundless and unwritten history.
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You sit across the table, and your eyes,
Revealing as they do the inner light

Of who you really are, seem like the skies
Above the bay- a vast expanse of white

And subtle colors, and the clear, cold air

Of endless, perfect freedom. When you smile
Your life, electric, leaps across to share

The fullness of its joy with me, and while
We've swallowed poison and the bitter taste
Of suffering together, yet your kiss,

As gentle, reverent and even chaste

As it is passionate, contains a bliss
Alchemical and gifted to transform

The storms of love to some more perfect form.
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Put fear aside. My life and yours are bound
Both root and branch, our futures intertwined,
And every talent, breath and work of mine

Is yours as well. Throughout my life I've found
That promises mean nothing, least of all

The words of lovers, but this thing we are

Is not defined by promises. The scars

Of battles lost have shaped us both. The fall
Of every dream we nurtured up till now

Was just a spirit-forging to prepare

Two spirits who would face this world and dare
A task beyond the speaking of a vow:
Complete devotion, naked, unadorned,

And free of reservation. Love, transformed.
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Deep water, brown as chocolate, chokes the street
And laps on clumps of slush and melting snow.
The cobblestones run slick beneath our feet
With ice as thin as tissue. In the glow

Of passing headlights, all the sidewalk shines.
Cold water drips and chunks of ice come down
To burst before us. With your hand in mine

I make my cautious way across the town.

And when you slip I pull your hand up tight,

Or catch your coat. I use my stick to test

The way ahead. The world is wet and white
And dangerous. But you and I have pressed
Through fiercer storms and greater hazards too,
And I will forge through this one, guarding you.
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Your thoughts and mine, explosions, light the
space

Between our minds in lively, constant change.
Like balls of fire that pass but leave a trace

Of light against the darkness. We exchange

A fluid stream of images and words,

Ideas and facts, opinions and desires;

Weave worlds as glorious and as absurd

As anything in Bosch. We pass through fires
Of fact and possibility. We dance

Between the world and somewhere else. And so
Our life is no pedestrian romance

That could have touched just anyone. We know
In this and only this could God have meant

For us to know His ancient covenant.
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Your belly in between us, full with life,
Prepared to manifest. Your eyes as bright
As clouds above the bay, suffused with light.
In still communion, free of fear and strife,
We lie together side by side, as dumb

As ancient statues, silent but aware.

The world outside is hardly even there,

So silent and complete have we become.
And if you spoke, it wouldn't break the spell
Where inner silence reigns, but even so,
There's nothing to communicate. We know
Each other's inner landscape far too well,

In moments such as this, to make the choice
Of giving all this pregnant silence voice.
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I rest my hand against your skin, and feel

At first just silence, so I start to speak-

Our daughter's name- as real and yet unreal
As anything potential. Now a weak
Suggestion of a movement stirs the space
Between my hand and Leila's hidden home.

A quiet smile flits, quick, across my face.

I sing to her- a foolish little poem

Created then and there to catch her ear.
Although the words are meaningless, the song
Is only meant to make one meaning clear:
Our thoughts and hope are hers. And it's not long
Before she answers back- the sharp and quick
Riposte of giving you a sudden kick.

37



36

It doesn't mean a thing, they say. That's true
For those who hearken to the way things are
And not the way they're meant to be. But you
Were never like that. As for me, so far
From following the zeitgeist have I been
That I have spent this life of mine estranged
From everything beloved by other men.

It isn't that this world has somehow changed
From some more perfect glory. Not at all-
By Babylon's bright waters we must weep,
But not because of some historic fall,

Or failure to maintain the Code. We keep

A vigil here together to maintain

A thing that few have ever dared attain.
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Gray clumps of snow, like lonely watchers, stand
Between the object of my search and I.

White, heavy clouds obscure the darkened sky,
And night's cold grip wraps close around my hand,
Which clutches, like a talisman, a cane

Whose eagle face glares out at all it sees.

Across the square, between a bare few trees,
Stand people smoking cigarettes. The pain
Comes lancing up my hand, then fades away.

The world tonight seems hostile, dull and strange.
I search my pockets for sufficient change,

Then push some buttons, hear a ring, and say,

"Is Cicely available?" And then,

I close my eyes, and start to breathe again.
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We've come so far this year. And we have learned
Such hard-won secrets, bought with fear and grief,
It wouldn't be surprising if relief

Obscured our deeper feelings. But we've earned
A draught of something dark as blood and wine,
Not clear as water. Primal magic, strange

And elemental, made of flux and change-

A taste of which has made you just as mine

As my own hand, and me as truly yours.

"One flesh" is what the book demands, and we
Have glimpsed the ancient, unchanged Mystery
Of what that really means. Beyond the doors

Of common wisdom is a world so bright

The ignorant have always named it Night.
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I knew, although of course I did not know.
The pure potential, veiled and indistinct,

Of what we would become was always there,
A spell unspoken, or a latent flood

Penned up behind a wall- the final cause

Whose bright becoming would unfold with time.

But you were young, and I was newly born
From such a change I hardly knew my name,
And still discovering what form of life
Could now be mine in such a faithless world.
I knew, 1 say, although I did not know-

And even now I can't precisely say

Exactly what this knowledge was, this sense
Of formless, almost weird, significance.
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The years went by, and I, through strife and
change,

Found understanding from my strange new life.
While you, by waterfalls, through jungle streams,
Dreamed, did and lived, and grew to who you are.
I never quite forgot you through those years.

In all their losses, all their costly gains,

And everything they taught and took, I kept,
Though buried deep within me, something vague
And indistinct, but no less real. A hint

Of something yet to come to being in time.

I didn't speak the thought out loud. In fact,

I didn't let it form- but it was there,

An intimation, like the rising sun,

Of everything we would, with time, become.
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The filaments, the threads of you and I,
Have interlaced and grown together now.

I see your face, your quiet frown, and feel
The energies that pass between our strands
In subtle waves. It sometimes almost aches.
This harmony, whose notes contain a hint
Discordant and electric, makes my blood
Come half-alive with something raw and pure-
An old, pre-human hunger, dark and thick,
Intoxicating, primitive and strange.

But in this almost predatory need

Lurks something else- a place of silent calm,
An endless, waveless, ocean, still and clear
Where everything we know just disappears.
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Confronting you, each moment. Shifting tides
Of powerful and wordless thought converge
Between our eyes- you're here, a vivid life
Entwined with mine, a presence and a grace,

A weight, a challenge and an open space

Of almost perfect freedom. With a breath

You part your lips. I close my eyes and smile,
And then we kiss. I pause and pull away

To watch you closely- knowing that you're here,
And knowing that, three hundred years from now,
Both you and I will long be gone away,

A memory and even less than that.

There's no such thing as "everlasting" here,
Where all things pass away. So, knowing this,

I pull you closer for a deeper kiss.
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My muscles burn, and deep inside me, pain
Lurks pure as poison. Dreams, disturbed from
sleep,

Flit here and there before my half-closed eyes.
I keep a clear and uncorrupted space

In which to act, if needed. But the hours

I've sat up waiting seem to stretch like pitch,
Elastic, dull, confused and indistinct,

As if T had them all to live again

Before a prayer for rest could pass my lips.
You lean your head against my shoulder now
And sigh with happiness. Our daughter smiles,

And wraps her hand around my thumb. Her eyes

Unblinking, joyful. And my heart expands,
Encompasses my pain, and understands.
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