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FOR MARTHA, who asked for one more book:
 here it is, with all my love
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March Birthday 2002, and After

Beverly Farms, MA

Mild winter, then a birthday burst of snow.

A faint neuralgia, flitting tooth-root to

knee and shoulder-joint, a vacant head,

too many friendly wishes to parry,

too many cakes. Oh, let the years alone!

They pile up if we manage not to die,

glass dollars in the bank, dry pages on

the shelf. The boy I was no longer smiles



a greeting from the bottom of the well,

blue sky behind him from a story book.

The Philco sings out “Hi-yo” by his sickbed;

he thinks that Mother, Father, mailman, and

the wheezy doctor with his wide black bag

exist for him, and so they do, or did.

*



Wife absent for a day or two, I wake

alone and older, the storm that aged me

distilled to a skin of reminiscent snow,

so thin a blanket blades of grass show through.

Snow makes white shadows, there behind the yews,

dissolving in the sun’s slant kiss, and pools

itself across the lawn as if to say,

Give me another hour, then I’ll go.



The lawn’s begun to green. Beyond the Bay—

where I have watched, these twenty years, dim ships

ply the horizon, feeding oil to Boston,

and blinking lights descend, night after night,

to land unseen at Logan—low land implies

a sprawl of other lives, beneath torn clouds.

*



Raw days, though spring has been declared.

I settle in, to that decade in which,

I’m told, most people die. Then, flying south,

I wonder why houses in their patterned crowds

look white, whatever their earthbound colors,

from the air. Golf courses, nameless rivers.

The naked Connecticut woods hold veins

of madder like the green veins of the sea.



The pilot takes us down Manhattan’s spine—

the projects, Riverside cathedral, Midtown

bristling up like some coarse porcupine.

We seem too low, my palms begin to sweat.

The worst can happen, we know it from the news.

Age I must, but die I would rather not.

*



Not yet. Home safe. New England’s vernal drought

has taken a hit this week of sleety rain.

Spent harbingers, the snowdrops lie

in drenched, bedraggled clumps, their tired news

becoming weeds. The crocuses drink in

the leaden air and spread their stained-glass cups

to catch the filtered sun clapboards reflect,

and daffodils grow leggy like young girls.



Nature is never bored, and we whose lives

are linearly pinned to these aloof,

self-fascinated cycles can’t complain,

though aches and pains and even dreams a-crawl

with wood lice of decay give pause to praise.

Birthday, death day—what day is not both?



03/18/03

Beverly Farms

Birthday begun in fog, shot through with light—

“eating the snow,” they used to say. The Globe

this morning adds a name to those I share

the date with: Wilson Pickett, Brad Dourif,

F. W. de Klerk, Vanessa Williams,

my pal George Plimpton, plus Hawaiian statehood.

The name is Queen Latifah, whom I’ve seen

in several recent movie hits. Sweet smile.



A day so blank, I take a walk, the way

my parents used to do in Sunday’s calm.

Through woods, in boots, the snowmelt turning leaves

to soggy mats. A lack of tracks: I am

the first to walk this path this snowbound spring,

an Adam being nibbled like old ice.

*



The winds of war, warm winds in desert dust,

have been unleashed, the fifth war of my life,

not counting the Cold one, and skirmishes.

Protestors dust off Vietnam’s gaudy gear

and mount their irreproachable high nags

called Peace, Diplomacy, and Love.

I think that love fuels war like gasoline,

and crying peace curdles the ears of doves.



Yet something is awry, no doubt of it.

Out on the Bay, a strange steel spider crawls

among our islands, glaring bright at night.

Time was when this white house, with its broad view,

wore blackout shades and watched the iron sea

for submarines. A child then now is old.

*



My parents seemed to sail ahead of me

like ships receding to destinations where

I’d be forgotten. “Wait up!” I wailed,

those Sunday walks a faint pretaste of death.

Today, I tread with care the icy path

and climb the beachside boulders well aware

of how a slip, a misjudged step, might crack

my skull and there I’d lie like limp sea-wrack.



The well-lit thing at night, a neighbor claims,

is laying pipe, for natural gas, to Salem.

But under water? It carries a crane

and freezing men we cannot see—poor men,

who serve from bleak necessity campaigns

conceived in cozy offices. Wait up!



Tucson Birthday, 2004


Ocotillo leafs out beside the porch rail—

saw-teeth of green assault the sky’s nude blue.

The cactus wrens chirp in the cholla’s shade.

Beyond, the tennis players call it quits.

Downtown, miles stretch like melting tar

beneath the car wheels; desert distances

suffuse the asphalt of the many malls

with fuming, SUV-infested haste.



My mother dreamed of Tucson once, when I

was a boy with no desire to move

or leave my father, which was part of the deal.

Now here I am, the very day she bore me.

I thought my birthday, here, would prove unreal,

but time and sun are not so smoothly fooled.

*



Sun damage—the skin does not forget:

Crane Beach, the Caribbean, hoeing shirtless

the Pennsylvania bean-rows. Cells remember

and wrinkle, pucker, draw up in a knot

the doctor’s liquid nitrogen attacks.

And yet, the illusion lingers, light is good

as sent down by the sun, that nearby star

that flattens like a fist, and burns to kill.



They come, the retirees, to bake away

their juicy lifetime jobs, their fertile prime’s

no longer potent jism. And I, I scratch

this inconclusive ode to age. It feels

immortal, the sun’s dark kiss. The prickly pear

has ears like Mickey Mouse, my first love.

*



To copy comic strips, stretched prone

upon the musty carpet—Mickey’s ears,

the curl
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