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all the voices you’re born with



Jason Espada

child, you’re born with a chest full of voices

there’s no lock on it,

and they can’t be lost

they go out and return

nestle in, waiting to wake again

they stay with you

and it’s too much of a secret

people look at you as though you are poor

and you look at yourself the same way - 

but listen, 

you have voices in you that make roads open

voices that make army parades

leave their weapons on the side of the road as they pass

you have voices that can make fruit appear 

in any season

and voices that bring to our eyes 

never before seen color

you have in you 

voices that chase demons

and host voices 

for the angels that come to sing for you

at breakfast and in the afternoon too

o if only you knew it!

you are charged full 

of rain voices, 

of river making voices

of blood stanching voices

of windstorm that shakes the roofs voices and 

voices that bless us with winter snow like silence 

you have 

animal call voices, oh yes, 

you speak their language too,

and, guttural voices

flirt and wink voices

troublemakers of every kind

hell raisers

peace brokers

radicals and 

voices that bind up wounds

you have in you

voices that lead back from the edge

voices that, by themselves, pull drowning souls

from the current and undertow

you have voices that make children dance, 

voices that make buds open,

in you are voices that are full of light, 

it should be said

and more should be said of this:

you have 

voices that calm fever

voices that can raise armies

and voices that unbutton blouses

and that pare us back to our original form

voices that make worlds appear on your out breath

cloud-parting voices 

and not only that

but sorrow, confusion-sowing voices

wilderness wasteland voices

and junkie beggar voices too

heavenly choir voices

hall of monks chanting voices

are there in you, listen!

simple, straight and true voices

breath restoring voices

and voices that give new ground

voices that press clothes

that bathe, perfume, 

part hair elegantly

feed gloriously

and rock to safe sleep

you have voices in you that are landfall, my friend

voices that are mighty trees

voices that are inheritance that we hear, 

that we remember, 

and that are a great boon - 

those voices are indestructible , 

beyond the reach of this changing world!

Now then, dear one, 

which voices will you use today?

you choose 

from among

medicine voices

or the sheer dregs, 

scorching voices

gentle roads, or devastating voices 

voices that feed or ones that impoverish

decimating voices

black-hole voices or

all your abundant fruit voices

seductive voices

shirt torn open

heart offering voices

votive candle voices

delicious wine and honey halavah voices

or bitter fruit, stale bread voices

you have all these

o yes you do

kiss and love bite voices

cruel, friendly, kind, homey, 

fire in autumn branches voices

shining jewel feast laughter proving we’re all rich voices

river gushing

mouth of flame mouth of eternal water voices

or mournful grave digging song

in the air wind mist voices

it’s up to us

but how many people know

they can speak

and the taste of honey can appear

on their listeners’ lips?

or that 

because of your speaking

the secret designs of  birds flying overhead

can suddenly become intelligible?

we breathe in and out and speak

the heart speaks

and the heart is a mysterious thing,

it is brimming with wonders

and something new is born every moment

don’t let anyone tell you otherwise!

if they don’t tell you even this much, from grade school

then you’ve been robbed, daily, hourly

teaching you like that – it’s a lie,

they may not say it, but

not knowing this much

it’s like walking the road past a great mountain

and never looking up – 

not having had anyone ever shout,  ‘hey!, look up!’

it’s like walking around with our pockets stuffed full of jewels

and yet sneaking around at night and breaking into people’s basements

to steal from the dogs bowl

imagine the disbelief on the cops faces when they catch you!

but it is this way!, I swear!

let it be said

sing with all the voices in you

and you’ll see what I mean

birth them as you need to

or be squeezed like a sesame seed

and surprised at what strange and marvelous things, 

grounds, and halls, and monuments 

that come to be

this is how our old family songs come through

weaving our heritage 

celebrating a thousand births

voices that are a fast

or that are a warm cloak

or a hearth fire

voices sweet as first love

still ringing

delicious voices

all in you

yes, it’s true

healing voices

and ancestor voices, 

all our past generations in you

and voices of your children and your children’s children

laughing, playing, singing - 

these can be heard sparkling in your voice

furious voices, whipping up furious winds

and voices that make the waters become still

treasure map voices

and voices that cover over our real treasure

lost voices

and voices that lead out of the wilderness, surely

charade voices

and rosetta stone voices

in you

box of worms voices

and voices that bear along true gifts

containers brimming with light

all these – now – 

what do you make of that?

that we are chameleon?

or that we are vistas to marvel over?

were this form,  could it possibly fit in this world?

or would it surely overflow?

oh – this world, newborn and ancient

strife and wonder at once

What do you make of this?

What voice will you use?

Where will you go?

What mountainside will you travel down? I wonder

What cups and towns will greet you, 

asking for your voice, your true voice

When your heart is right, you won’t have to ask 

what form it will take

what tambre

so drive the tent stakes

hoist up the multi-colored tents

bring out the long tables for all the different kinds of food

and tune the instruments

open the gates wide

and welcome the day

and all our honored guests

o let the true heart speak

in response

in celebration

and you’ll find yourself singing, whispering, sighing, birthing, 

knowing flows and fills

and travels on in other voices

in the colors and light and music of the world

O friend!, give us your light!

your rough bark and planed boards

your fresh mountain

give us your children

and their grand, delightful designs hidden in your voice

bring out new, fragrant dishes 

never before known 

and hot from the kitchen

and the special occasion wine from the cellar

because today is the day

and this is the hour

amnesiac nation voices

great awakening voices

here we are 

why give rocks and road dust voice when you can give

voice that is melon and cold grapes in the summer

when you can give voices that are

the substance of our worlds to come

the brick and mortar

the tangled vine

the hummus

the architect’s raw matter

o let your fullness grace the world

over and over

because we do so need 

your holy fresh bread and fruit voices

and I thank you

and our children thank you

and the birds in the trees thank you

and the sky and ocean thanks you

and young couples

men and women writers

and song men and song women 

we all

thank you

revelee and taps voices

all needed

Joshua at the battle of Jericho voices

snake charmer flute voices, needed

bass drum and piccolo

roadhouse blues harmonica voices

forgotten instruments and 

all new ones too, 

just forged

all necessary

and not only that, but also

snake rattle and hiss voices

don’t you know

mother bear protecting her cubs voices

bull moose in mating season voices

purring kitten voices

and king of the damn jungle savannah voices

forgotten languages and common tongues are there in you

you can be sure

voices that have nourishing silence in them

and all kinds of light

voices of morning light

and voices full of summer sunlight

voices of moon reflecting on a lake and candle soft light

voices

memory  inspiration voices

like a flashlight in a deep cave voices

Indian summer in San Francisco voices

voices that are the southwest desert at dawn 

voices that are light for ships at sea - 

all the voices we celebrate 

you have this

so let’s hear it!

voices we can use to chart

a course to rich places

and to chart a course home again

to our loved ones

voices of being alone

and voices that go out to the whole world

without hindrance

it is this way, I tell you

in you are

lone voices

and crowd uprising voices are in you too

first voices breaking shell

and solidarity voices

voices warmed by the heart of the world

voices giving gifts and gifts and more gifts

voices that are the food that is love’s gift itself,

lasting for lifetimes

and drink enough to fill everyone’s cup

yes you have snake in the grass voices too, 

but let’s not

in you are also

and voices that are a well that is available to any and all 

to come and drink

First summer rain in India voices

making people dance in the street

broken from the rock spring- as-we-stand-dumb-with-wonder-and-astonished-gratitude voices

and first cup of refreshment after a marathon voices

greeting those who have wandered  

forty years in the desert voices

giving them water and orange tangerine sherbert voices

river talking voices

and flood wall voices too

knowing when to keep quiet

and high vista voices,

oooh

cool mist voices

occluding voices

and eye washing voices

dancing naked on the table top voices

and anonymous giving voices

thorny voices

and voices that are a balm to another

lo!,  yet more! 

burning bush voices, 

voices that are a revelation, 

voices that are forgiveness itself, 

and saving grace voices

of course, voices that blaspheme too but also

voices that overturn the tables

of money changers in the temple

lullaby voices

enlivening voices

not-two voices

and voices of low-hanging fruit

only saying ideas that belong to all of us

and oh yes, I almost forgot

if truth be told:

bargaining voices

used car salesman voices

politician voices

sniveling, simpering voices,

but upright voices too

your true voices

voices of freedom

all this is true

you have also 

man giving gifts on his wedding day voices

out of his great joy voices

out of his superabundance voices

a parade

a wedding party

moving down the street, royally

gifts flowing out

flowing everywhere voices

yes it’s true

you have this in you

remember, and sing as you will

or forget everything I’ve said here

and let it surface

as in a dream

but with this difference: 

here, dreaming of food we gain a few pounds

we say something of the sun

and wake 

with burnished cheeks

