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 For my husband,

JEROME L. SCHULMAN,


and in memory of my mother,

MARCELLA WALDMAN



 So we beat on, boats against the current, borne

back ceaselessly into the past.


—F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby


 


All gladness, dear Nelly, all light!


—Paul Celan, in a letter to Nelly Sachs
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 Prayer

For AGHA SHAHID ALI


 


Yom Kippur: wearing a bride's dress bought in Jerusalem,

I peer through swamp reeds, my thought in Jerusalem.


 


Velvet on grass. Odd, but I learned young to keep this day

just as I can, if not as I ought, in Jerusalem.


 


Like sleep or love, prayer may surprise the woman

who laughs by a stream, or the child distraught in Jerusalem.


 


My Arab dress has blue-green-yellow threads

the shades of mosaics hand-wrought in Jerusalem


 


that both peoples prize, like the blue-yellow Dome of the Rock,

like strung beads-and-cloves, said to ward off the drought in Jerusalem.


 


Both savor things that grow wild—coreopsis in April,

the rose that buds late, like an afterthought, in Jerusalem.


 


While car bombs flared, an Arab poet translated

Hebrew verses whose flame caught in Jerusalem.


 


And you, Shahid, sail Judah Halevi's sea as I,

on Ghalib's, course like an Argonaut in Jerusalem.


 


Stone lions pace the sultan's gate while almonds bloom

into images, Hebrew and Arabic, wrought in Jerusalem.


 



 No words, no metaphors, for knives that gore flesh

on streets where the people have fought in Jerusalem.


 


As this spider weaves a web in silence,

may Hebrew and Arabic be woven taut in Jerusalem.


 


Here at the bay, I see my face in the shallows

and plumb for the true self our Abraham sought in Jerusalem.


 


Open the gates to rainbow-colored words

of outlanders, their sounds untaught in Jerusalem.


 


My name is Grace, Chana in Hebrew—and in Arabic.

May its meaning, "God's love," at last be taught in Jerusalem.



 God Speaks

Before the hour I cried, "Let there be light!"

I tossed out some three hundred early versions.

Revisions help. What clatter in the firmament,

though, when mountains fell, stars fizzled out.


 


This work is my best, at least for now.

I called. I named each thing, and "it was so."

I cannot tell you how, from heaven to seas

to people, all sprang up wanting to be.


 


The methods I advise are more precise—

Noah's ark, for instance, gopher wood,

three stories high, side entrance, and a window.

Here when I said "the waters," oceans rose.


 


Worlds are never finished, only abandoned.

Yet this one came alive when there were woods

for creeping things, dry land for men and women,

the evening and the morning. They were good.


 


Creation had been done before, of course—

in legend. Same formless waste and darkness,

but with one change: the Babylonians

have many gods. Always I work alone.



 Eve's Unnaming

Not horses, but roan

against the blue-green bay,


 


not crocuses, but wings

folded over suns,


 


not rhododendrons, but fire that wilts

to straw in the rain.


 


How to tag

stone, shell, gull,


 


hands enfolding lamb's-ear,

a bee sucking the delphinium,


 


when the sea writes and revises,

breaks, pours out, recoils,


 


when the elm's leaves

turn silver at dawn.


 


To see in the dark

the south window strew flowers


 


on the chapel floor,

or wind peel a sand rose,


 



 is unnamable,

like joy,


 


like my love's grin

between a cap and a jacket.


 


Names are for things

we cannot own.



 Chaim Soutine

Hunger was bearable, but not their voices

resonant as clock chimes in his head:

Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image.


 


Gaunt, bleary-eyed, he filched coins from a shelf,

not for food, but for red and yellow pencils

to draw a madman who had God's fixed stare.


 


Locked in a cellar, grasping at cracks of light,

unrepentant, he heard his parents wail,

Or any likeness of anything in heaven above;


 


he sketched the rabbi, trying to uncover

red-yellow rays beneath the prayer shawl.

Thrashed, he left his village of Smilovitch


 


and painted. Years passed. Over and again

he'd make a still life of a dead goose, hen—

or that is in the earth beneath—


 


this one a hanging turkey, beak agape,

wings splayed as though still flying. Days and nights

he jabbed red-yellow strokes on canvas


 


to make the wingspread, damning, pitying

wings that reach for light and, falling, rise—

or that is in the water under the earth—


 



 burned wings of Icarus; his father's hands,

gnarled fingers mending coats, the hands of Christ.

Where God had been, the turkey shone, flesh-colored


 


as naked man, over "Soutine," in blood,

and he sang to drown their sobbing, now grown louder:

Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image.
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