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Summer Solstice, New York City


By the end of the longest day of the year he could not stand it,

he went up the iron stairs through the roof of the building

and over the soft, tarry surface

to the edge, put one leg over the complex green tin cornice

and said if they came a step closer that was it.

Then the huge machinery of the earth began to work for his life,

the cops came in their suits blue-grey as the sky on a cloudy evening,

and one put on a bullet-proof vest, a

dense shell around his own life,

life of his children’s father, in case

the man was armed, and one, slung with a

rope like the sign of his bounden duty,

came up out of a hole in the top of the neighboring building

like the hole they say is in the top of the head,

and began to lurk toward the man who wanted to die.

The tallest cop approached him directly,

softly, slowly, talking to him, talking, talking,

while the man’s leg hung over the lip of the next world

and the crowd gathered in the street, silent, and the

hairy net with its implacable grid was

unfolded, near the curb, and spread out, and

stretched as the sheet is prepared to receive at a birth.

Then they all came a little closer

where he squatted next to his death, his shirt

glowing its milky glow like something

growing in a dish at night in the dark in a lab and then

everything stopped

as his body jerked and he

stepped down from the parapet and went toward them

and they closed on him, I thought they were going to

beat him up, as a mother whose child has been

lost might scream at the child when it’s found, they

took him by the arms and held him up and

leaned him against the wall of the chimney and the

tall cop lit a cigarette

in his own mouth, and gave it to him, and

then they all lit cigarettes, and the

red, glowing ends burned like the

tiny campfires we lit at night

back at the beginning of the world.




On the Subway


The young man and I face each other.

His feet are huge, in black sneakers

laced with white in a complex pattern like a

set of intentional scars. We are stuck on

opposite sides of the car, a couple of

molecules stuck in a rod of energy

rapidly moving through darkness. He has

or my white eye imagines he has

the casual cold look of a mugger,

alert under lowered eyelids. He is wearing

red, like the inside of the body

exposed. I am wearing old fur, the

whole skin of an animal taken

and used. I look at his unknown face,

he looks at my grandmother’s coat, and I don’t

know if I am in his power—

he could take my coat so easily, my

briefcase, my life—

or if he is in my power, the way I am

living off his life, eating the steak

he may not be eating, as if I am taking

the food from his mouth. And he is black

and I am white, and without meaning or

trying to I must profit from our history,

the way he absorbs the murderous beams of the

nation’s heart, as black cotton

absorbs the heat of the sun and holds it. There is

no way to know how easy this

white skin makes my life, this

life he could break so easily, the way I

think his own back is being broken, the

rod of his soul that at birth was dark and

fluid, rich as the heart of a seedling

ready to thrust up into any available light.




The Abandoned Newborn


When they found you, you were not breathing.

It was ten degrees below freezing, and you were

wrapped only in plastic. They lifted you

up out of the litter basket, as one

lifts a baby out of the crib after nap

and they unswaddled you from the Sloan’s shopping bag.

As far as you were concerned it was all over,

you were feeling nothing, everything had stopped

some time ago,

and they bent over you and forced the short

knife-blade of breath back

down into your chest, over and

over, until you began to feel

the pain of life again. They took you

from silence and darkness right back

through birth, the gasping, the bright lights, they

achieved their miracle: on the second

day of the new year they brought you

back to being a boy whose parents

left him in a garbage can,

and everyone in the Emergency Room

wept to see your very small body

moving again. I saw you on the news,

the discs of the electrocardiogram

blazing like medals on your body, your hair

thick and ruffed as the head of a weed, your

large intelligent forehead dully

glowing in the hospital TV light, your

mouth pushed out as if you are angry, and

something on your upper lip, a

dried glaze from your nose,

and I thought how you are the most American baby,

child of all of us through your very

American parents, and through the two young medics,

Lee Merklin and Frank
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