POSTCARDS FROM AUVILLAR
(fragmentary jottings and warm-up writings)

(i)
My studio window looks out on the house of the directrice: one itty-bitty postage-stamp of a window mars the stucco whitewash of its wall. The blue August sky scribbles whispers of light across it, pasteling its page; delicately, they seep back into shadow; into bareness; into invisible ink.

But I am aligning my fat blank perfect stash of printer paper and I’m chirruping, “Light, my love: I admire your restraint. But what say we seize the day, sprawl in its arms, and gab, twirl, scrawl, and brawl a while?”

(ii)
We’re the very first ones in the new Fellows’ House—its doddery 17th century splendor has been fresh-spruced for our spiffing selves!

Oho, and this one’s mine? The very first room you come to!

Ah, mais sentez la blancheur de ces draps!

(iii)
Our address says Moulin à Nef, Le Port; but the boats are long gone now; the mill has long lost its water-wheels; and all the river needs to do all day is to lie broad and lovely in the August sun, trailing a faint ghost-limb of paddles through its mutter-churned and ripple-stitching light.

(iv)
We are four fine jolly Fellows, sampling the local reds and the various foies gras; plucking fat figs in bunches from the tree and dangly grapes from the arbor; layering the color-wheels of our dinner plates like the artists we are, en plein air and sur l’herbe—the tipsy little cigarette ends of our bits of gesticulatory French glittering and flecking from our lips like ashy stars.

(v)
Up the sinuous hill is the village of Auvillar, with its single boulangerie and one public telephone; its cobblestone runnels of ruelles and its vavoom of a view. Half a click up, if you want to know, and at an angle not far from the vertical. 

Puffing to the top, whatever’s sweet you want you’ll have earned: the tooth-torn chocolatine; that voice, tiny and American, opening over the phone-line like a flower.

(vi)
But hold up, everyone; what say we halt right here and pant for a moment—pit-stop between the wanting and the having? Just to guzzle our lavish hooch-huff of caught breath.
(vii)
There’s a farm shoehorned into a crook of the hillside—a half-dozen fenced-in livestock pens stacked so hard atop of each other you might wonder whether the dog tethered at the slope’s lip won’t topple tail over toescruffle all the way to the dirty brown fishpond at the bottom, plash-tizzying the trout—

in fact every now and then the geese halfway up scuttle about squawking their fine fool heads off as if in practice for such an eventuality—their wings hoist high—like sprinters pursuing a rambunctious photo-finish line in a big loopy gaggle—

where in a gap between olive-greeneries—under an azure and fleece-flecked sky—the tip of his great stretched face opening in a small recumbent V—a donkey begins to sound his lusty, asthmatic police-siren of a cry:

the serial quick hee of it a tiny querulous in-suck—
the haw of it rollicking from his baritone depths of chest—

to proffer with long, lyric ferocity his one squall of a word for all of this: for his indolent, squinched, precarious, sweet square foot of a life.

(viii) 
The pecked percussions of the keyboard, headphones on and your favorite playlists propelling you; the midday break, the mid-afternoon stroll, the evening gathering; the early to bed and the two a.m trek back to the studio; just a snatch of sleep before breakfast; sunlight through the window prodding you out of it, hey, you, off into the sting of the shower with you; the clothes hamper spilling up over its banks again; the strenuous satisfaction of the hill climb to the boulangerie, to pick out your fresh patisserie, to long-loll down for coffee with it; to begin again.

(ix)
From Moulin à Nef into the village, it’s half a kilometer, and it’s close to sheer. You will work muscles. You will pause as if only to look, and lo, the changing view—roadside, skyline, river, landscape—will be worth it. Pilgrims of the chemin de St. Jacques will pant by you, and you will grunt in camaraderie. To the right there’s a patchwork of postage-stamp farms where you can watch geese scuttle, and study how a donkey brays. To the left, there’s a back way through the medieval walls. Day by day, you will be coaxed into a deeper contemplative slowness, you will huff to the rustic summit, to shop, or for the view, or because it is there, and the rhythm of it will enter you: a clean, sweet, ceremonial high.

(xi)
            Le matin jusqu’au soir, au pas stoïque, au pas sûr, les pélerins du chemin de Saint-Jacques parcourent, bossus, les allées menant à la ville.
            Marche des sentiers ensoleillés de tournesols.

            Parfois, trève de travail, pour prendre un peu l’air, au pas stoïque, au pas sûr, sur les traces abaissées des aubergistes du chemin du Peyrat, nous autres poètes, nous aussi, nous montons d’ici en bas la pente menant au sommet.
            Marche des gros essoufflés du Moulin à Nef. 

            Une soirée entre deux averses, près du sommet, là où la rue retrouve son affluent, une colonie d’escargots endossés de leurs sacs des plus petits, quitte péniblement la bordure, pour surmonter, sur nos traces, le bombement d’une ruelle; pivotant en cheminant les minuscules métronomes de leurs cornes.
            Marche de la colline goudronnée d’étoiles. 

(x)
The pleasure of winning a travel grant to France—to write, in the company of writers, and of arriving here, and really working; the pleasure of speaking French again, with real French people, not American high-schoolers: you thrill to both. You only wish there were two of you, to better manage the balance. The play’s second half is already better than the first half you brought with you, third-drafted…the mayor’s accent is a challenge, and he’s a breezy moulin à paroles; you’d love another chat with him. The poetry project, a father/daughter sequence that a friend commissioned, is opening some creative doors…but there are whole other villages in walking distance, there is Toulouse within an hour’s train ride, tearing you away. It’s pleasant to be told how well you speak, by your colleagues and by the locals alike, for a visiting artist. You explain that professionally you’re a French teacher. An art gallery owner teases you: “Ah! Alors il n’y a pas de mérite.” But also a writing teacher. You can balance both.

(xii)
The nearest ATMs are two towns over, in Valence d’Agen, where we go once a week to market. And it’s a rife, tight clamor of a spot, live-wired and nicely savorous (love that spice stall!)—but its 5 star must-avoid is the public toilet— so foul there’s a smell-rollercoaster in Florida, called the Sniff ’n’ Shriek, that has bought the rights to have you stand in line and hurl.

(xiii)
We vote Moissac the best short visit, if you can make shift for the trip there. Tell me, you who follow after us, have the bike rides grown less venturesome? are the hikes into Valence as sunflower-strewn, as footsore? is the train still working on its one poem, working on its one poem, working on its one poem? 

(xiv)
The pleasures of the kitchen; the serendipities of gathering at the washing machine: there’s an overlap. The four of us run into each other, or assemble by design, to take a van ride, to picnic in the garden, with some regularity. But if our social center is the kitchen, it’s not just food that draws us: it’s the parsimonious and interminably thorough washing machine. Listen, you’re in the south of France. Slow down. Sit, let the rinse cycle (fine, so try to puzzle out the buttons, we’ll wait) impose its unAmerican will on you. Pour some wine, all four of us have bought bread, let’s try a hunk. Chat; chill; you have got to taste some of this pâté, of this fromage.  How’s the work going, wow, sweet, tell me more… Ah (to the chug and stutter of spit water, the swirled waltz of clothing), why can’t the pace of life back home be more like this? 

(xv)
“Marijuana, LSD, si ça donne du plaisir, vous en trouverez ici…” 
 ~ Candy stall operator, Auvillar, one unrushed, lovely market day, barely a dozen of us sauntering among the open spaces surrounding the domed grain market; over the ramparts, the serene distances of Tarn-et-Garonne; the Garonne ribboning about us, far below.

“I don’t think you know your own voice yet,” the directrice tells me. “I don’t think there’s been enough quiet in your life for you to have discovered it.” 

(xv)
Et J-lo,
fait-elle du vélo?
Katie et Tom,
c’est bien toujours le même drame?
De tels cancans soufflés au loin:
ici pas besoin.

(xvi)
The town of Condom, just a bit farther to the south-west, is also on the pilgrimage route. Which seems too easy a metaphor to exploit. Although if a certain someone were here with me and up for a visit, I could stoop to shameless.

(xvii)
How many times now have I walked this score of paces back and forth between the house’s door and the studio’s? At how many hours of the day and the night have I heard the neighbor’s rooster rousing the world to matins?

Au travail!  au travail!  au travail!

