Clarinet in B? The Laughter of Women
, Gwyneth Walker
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Clarinet

Interlude I — Tacet
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[Piano pedal stays until midway through reading]

TEARS
(read by Mezzo Soprano)

The first woman who ever wept

was appalled at what stung

her eyes and ran down her cheeks.
Saltwater. Seawater.

How was it possible?

Hadn't she and the man

spent many days moving

upland to where the grass

flourished, where the stream

quenched their thirst with sweet water?
How could she have carried these sea drops
as if they were precious seeds;

where could she have stowed them?

She looked at the watchful gazelles

and the heavy-lidded frogs;

she looked at the glass-eyed birds

and nervous, black-eyed mice.

None of them wept, not even the fish

that dripped in her hands when she caught them.
Not even the man. Only she

carried the sea inside her body.



FUGITIVE (Optional reading by Pianist or Clarinetist)

My life is running away with me;

the two of us are in cahoots.

I hold still while it paints

dark circles under my eyes,

streaks my hair gray, stuffs pillows
under my dress. In each new room

the mirror reassures me

I'll not be recognized.

I'm learning to travel light,

like the juice in the power line.

My baggage, swallowed by memory,
weighs almost nothing. No one suspects
its value. When they knock on my door,
badges flashing, I open up:

I don’t match their description.

“Wrong room,” they say, and apologize.
My life in the corner winks

and wipes off my fingerprints.

SOMETIMES, WHEN THE LIGHT (Optional reading by Pianist or Clarinetist)

Sometimes, when the light strikes at odd angles
and pulls you back into childhood

and you are passing a crumbling mansion
completely hidden behind old willows

or an empty convent guarded by hemlocks
and giant firs standing hip to hip,

you know again that behind that wall,
under the uncut hair of the willows
something secret is going on,

so marvelous and dangerous

that if you crawled through and saw,

you would die, or be happy forever.
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Naming the Animals
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Clarinet

There are Mornings
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