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—for my daughter, Claudia




 

 


. . . but in what is

ours, here, let

     justice be primary

when we sing,

     my dear.

—HAYDEN CARRUTH



 


. . . to the most remote cell in the big toe.

—SHERWIN B. NULAND



 


The general was busy with the ant farm

     in his head.

—CHARLES SIMIC




 

NEW POEMS




He has lived in many houses,

furnished rooms, flats, a hayloft,

a tent, motels, under a table,

under an overturned rowboat, a villa (briefly) but not,

as yet, a yurt. In these places

he has slept, eaten,

put his forehead to the windowglass,

looking out. He’s in a stilt-house now,

the water passing beneath him half the day,

the other half it’s mud. The tides

do this: they come, they go,

while he sleeps, eats, puts his forehead

to the windowglass.

He’s moving soon: his trailer to a trailerpark,

or to the priory to live among penitents

but in his own cell,

with wheels. To take him, when it’s time

to go, to: boathouse, houseboat

with a little motor, putt-putt,

to take him across the sea

or down the river

where at night, anchored by a sandbar

at the bend,

he will eat, sleep, and press his eyelids

to the window

of the pilothouse

until the anchor-hauling hour

when he’ll embark again

toward his sanctuary, harborage, saltbox,

home.



Refrigerator, 1957

More like a vault—you pull the handle out

and on the shelves: not a lot,

and what there is (a boiled potato

in a bag, a chicken carcass

under foil) looking dispirited,

drained, mugged. This is not

a place to go in hope or hunger.

But, just to the right of the middle

of the middle door shelf, on fire, a lit-from-within red,

heart red, sexual red, wet neon red,

shining red in their liquid, exotic,

aloof, slumming

in such company: ajar

of maraschino cherries. Three-quarters

full, fiery globes, like strippers

at a church social. Maraschino cherries, maraschino,

the only foreign word I knew. Not once

did I see these cherries employed: not

in a drink, nor on top

of a glob of ice cream,

or just pop one in your mouth. Not once.

The same jar there through an entire

childhood of dull dinners—bald meat,

pocked peas and, see above,

boiled potatoes. Maybe

they came over from the old country,

family heirlooms, or were status symbols

bought with a piece of the first paycheck

from a sweatshop,

which beat the pig farm in Bohemia,

handed down from my grandparents

to my parents

to be someday mine,

then my child’s?


They were beautiful

and, if I never ate one,

it was because I knew it might be missed

or because I knew it would not be replaced

and because you do not eat

that which rips your heart with joy.



Princess Summer Fall Winter Spring

Or was it Princess Fall Winter Spring Summer?

Or Spring Summer Fall Winter?

I remember neither order nor the metrics.

I do remember she was slim,

her deerskin dress; she was good,

her heart. The puppet

had a wooden head,

checkered shirt, a painted grin,

and his jaw flapped up and down: open,

a black box, straight-lipped

dumb look when closed.

His cowboy suit and boots were wrong,

for a redhead

wearing freckles on his pinewood cheeks.

The show

sold shoes

between the things that made us laugh,

which I do not recall.

There was a cowboy: Bob.

There was a cranky old guy: Phineas T . . . . 

Princess, where have you gone?

Princess, how fares our nation?

Princess, in the decades since

(once the decades hence)

how fare our nation’s children

who once loved our nation’s heart and face,

who once loved yours, Princess,

who once loved your heart and face?
 


Criss Cross Apple Sauce


  —for Claudia


 


  Criss cross apple sauce



  do me a favor and get lost



  while you’re at it drop dead



  then come back without a head


my daughter sings for me

when I ask her what she learned in school today

as we drive from her mother’s house to mine.

She knows I like some things that rhyme.

She sings another she knows I like:


  Trick or treat, trick or treat



  give me something good to eat



  if you don’t I don’t care



  I’ll put apples in your underwear . . . . 


Apples in your underwear—I like that more

than Lautremont’s umbrella

on the operating table, I say to her

and ask her if she sees the parallel.

She says no but she prefers the apples too.


  Sitting on a bench



  nothing to do



  along come some boys—p.u., p.u., p.u.


my daughter sings,

my daughter with her buffalo-size heart,

my daughter brilliant and kind,

my daughter singing

as we drive from her mother’s house to mine.



The Man inside the Chipmunk Suit

isn’t very tall, 4 ft.

11½ inches, and can’t speak

all day but waves a lot,

bobs to left and right, nods,

a little happy leap now

and then (his suit weighs 30 lbs.),

and a hundred snapshots a day

is the norm—a child or two or three enclosed

in his arms and paws. When asked

a question, as he often is, most often

about Uncle Owl,

his pal and the bigger star

in the cartoon from which the characters

are derived, he can’t talk

but shrugs, hands out and open,

up to each side. He can’t talk

because Chester Chipmunk

can’t talk and he is Chester Chipmunk.


  There are no small parts,



  only small actors,


his high school drama teach said

and then said That didn’t come out


  the way I meant.


The man inside the chipmunk suit

wants to be inside the bunny suit,

or better, the monkey suit: there are sounds

to make, the part’s a stretch.

His Method lessons have prepared him.

The man inside the chipmunk suit

has dreams just like you,

or her, or me, or them.

Above his sink is pinned

a picture of a minor movie star.



Impingement Syndrome

When one thing presses on another thing

and the result

is pain: could be in the shoulder,

elbow, knee, and the result is pain

and impaired movement.

It feels like pliers applied

to the bridge of your nose,

then wrenched. The result

is pain, in your body

or in your figurative heart.

Impingement: the bit-down jaws

of a gila monster (they won’t let go),

a shark (they won’t let go

until you’re sawed in half).

Impingement: big toe

in the car door slammed,

the coffin lid you can’t lift,

that which impedes movement

while causing pain

which impedes movement.

And to heal it

you push and pull over and over,

at this angle and that, against it.

You will not be frozen,

not your shoulder,

or neck, or knees, or heart,

you will not be frozen,

your range of movement made less, you will

whirl again your arms like a windmill,

your eye on the spot of pain

as it grows smaller: the entrance

to a cobra’s burrow, then the eye of the spigot

that taps Satan’s spine, until

it’s the size of, and as deep as,

the final paragraph’s last period’s pinhead.



Sex in History

Only the Pope partook, the cardinals, priests, monks,

and nuns, it seems,

when you read the revisions. How the peasantry

reproduced itself despite

the bans is a mystery: no sex

on Thursday, the day of Christ’s arrest,

Friday to honor His death,

Saturday in honor of His Mom,

Sunday, He has risen,

Mondays to honor all who have not risen . . . 

It seems, given festivals and fasts

around Easter, Pentecost, Xmas,

that there were two to three days a year for sex if:

1) You did not enjoy it.

2) It was conceptual, heterosexual, man and wife, man

on top. Chronic

food shortages were made more bearable

by penitential fasting (bread

and water) for infractions: 7 days

for wet dreams, 20 days

for masturbation, 2 years

for interfemoral connection (penis

between thighs of passive partner) . . . . 

And despite inbreeding

as an offshoot of snobbery, the nobility

did not believe the priests either

which is why today there are so many sterile, dumb,

educated, and vacantly lovely humans

sitting in outdoor cafés

along the famous shopping boulevards.

Sex was sex: flesh

to flesh, eons of it, say one thing,

do another—fast, furtive,

fearful and God

was always watching,

with His big wide eyes,

watching what He had made.



A Man Takes His Daughter, Age Five, to a Public Execution by Guillotine, Paris, 1857

He is a bad man. He says this in French,

to his daughter, in the same city,

in the same year Charles Baudelaire

published The Flowers of Evil.

The child’s father believes

in this democratically applied machine,

painless, swift, humane: “A sweet maiden

whose embrace will waft one’s soul

to heaven.” “If you are bad . . . ,” he says.

He read that Goethe had bought for his

son a toy guillotine

but this child could see.

He sits her on his shoulders.

I don’t see the puppets, she says.

He is a bad man, her father says.

The crowd has seen all this before.

Some bring wine, food.

The blade gleams—it will be fifteen years

until it is painted black

to dim its glare,

a few more before rubber bumpers are added

to dull the double (the rebound) crash

of the blade.


  Daddy, I still can’t see the puppets.




Men with Small Heads

and women with small heads

were everywhere

in my hometown when I was six.

Two men standing on the corner: small heads.

Small head: a woman leans to look in her mailbox.

Then there’d be some normal bodies, normal heads.

Not everyone,

in other words, in my hometown

had small heads

but many did, enough

that I’d say to my mother, father: why


  does that man have a small head?


I was glad my parents’

heads were normal-size.

They were glad I (mostly) didn’t ask

why a person with a small head

had a small head

within earshot of that person. Apparently

these small heads

did not appear so small to them.

They had my eyes checked first.

They took some x-rays of my skull.

Did I have migraines?

Did I have pinhead fears, dreams?

Perhaps it was the angle through the windshield glass?

The local Dr. leaning over me

with his penlight probing

my retina—his head was huge

and the hairs on the back of his hand

were crossed like swords. Nothing wrong

with my eyes or my brain

that he could tell

but the heads I swore were small

were not, they were just your average heads,

circa 1953,

just your average heads,

in America.
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