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				  EDITORS’ NOTE  

			

			The Changing Light at Sandover, James Merrill’s grandest poetic project, had a long gestation. He and David Jackson, his companion for many years, began their sessions at the Ouija board in August 1955, not long after they had settled in Stonington, Connecticut. Fourteen years later, Merrill contemplated writing a novel (the “lost novel” that is the subject of his poem “The Will”) and began to mention it and his and Jackson’s otherworldly contact, Ephraim, in his correspondence. A year later, in his notebook, alongside further mention of the novel, he envisioned a poem organized according to the alphabet. Here is the entry: “1.iv.70. An alphabet. 26 poems (on any or all subjects), loosely written, odes, elegies, what you wish, each beginning with an ornate capital letter, A through Z.” But it was apparently not until 1974, following the death in January of his Athens friend Maria Mitsotáki, that Merrill began on “The Book of Ephraim” in earnest. At various points during the composition of “Ephraim,” which he finished within a year, Merrill digressed to write other poems, but once he had finished “Ephraim,” he worked obsessively to complete what he did not at the time realize would become a trilogy of long poems. Even before “The Book of Ephraim” was published in Divine Comedies (1976), Merrill and Jackson had resumed their sessions—or, by their account, had been summoned back to the board for the revelations detailed in Mirabell: Books of Number (1978). The summer of 1976 was preoccupied with “Mirabell’s dictation.” A year later, during what his notebook called “the Angels’ summer,” he and Jackson sat for the lessons that Merrill turned into Scripts for the Pageant (1980). Merrill added “Coda: The Higher Keys” when he merged the three parts into one volume, also changing the title of the second to “Mirabell’s Books of Number.”

			This volume, his epic The Changing Light at Sandover (1982), is dramatic from its outset. At the beginning of “Ephraim,” Merrill sketches the setting for many of the increasingly astonishing dictées:

			
				Backdrop: The dining room at Stonington.

				Walls of ready-mixed matte “flame” (a witty

				Shade, now watermelon, now sunburn).

				Overhead, a turn of the century dome

				Expressing white tin wreathes and fleurs-de-lys

				In palpable relief to candlelight.

			

			The stage properties, he proceeds to tell us, include “a milk glass tabletop” and “a blue-and-white cup from the Five & Ten” that served as a planchette, along with a homemade Ouija board, a “heavy cardboard sheet” (with the capital letters of the English alphabet arranged in an arc, the Arabic numerals, and “YES” and “NO”), and a pencil and paper for transcription. The backdrop will change and the board will be somewhat augmented, but the essentials are strikingly simple throughout the Ouija boarders’ extravagant adventures, which include exchanges not only with recently deceased friends (including Robert Morse, the poet’s neighbor in Stonington, Connecticut, and George Cotzias, a scientist and acquaintance of the poet’s sister) but also with such luminaries among the dead as Wallace Stevens, W. B. Yeats, Maya Deren, and W. H. Auden—as well as the intimidating spirits of an inhuman race who “THINK IN FLASHING TRIGONOMETRIES” and have a firsthand acquaintance with nuclear destruction. JM and DJ, as our guides are known, also encounter the archangels; an eerie, lonely eminence known as God Biology; and Mother Nature herself. The conversations with the au-delà recall Yeats’s communications with the other world (by way of his telepathic wife), Victor Hugo’s séances, Blake’s prophetic books, Milton’s evocation of his “Celestial Patroness, who…dictates to me slumb’ring, or inspires, / Easy my unpremeditated verse,” Dante’s redactions, and indeed the Homeric Muse. At the same time, the poem gleams with mercurial, mundane wit, and just as its tone shifts from the apocalyptic through the meditative to the comic and back, so its normative blank verse gives way frequently to couplets, sonnets, terza rima, a villanelle, syllabics, a canzone, and other prosodic schemes, many of them set pieces.

			A poem so complex makes formidable demands on a reader. “The Book of Ephraim,” in section D, includes its own dramatis personae, but the later volumes and the coda are less accommodating. The new reader would be hard-pressed to know the background of various characters in the poem. But patience allows context to clarify, and for what puzzlement remains, there exists an invaluable guide, Robert Polito’s A Reader’s Guide to James Merrill’s “The Changing Light at Sandover” (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1994). This handbook provides an alphabetical index that identifies and cross-references not only the names and places that occur in the trilogy but hypotheses and ideas as well.

			Between the initial publication of the individual volumes and their final merger into Sandover, Merrill made small changes in his texts. There are twenty such changes in “Ephraim,” sixteen in Mirabell (including an alteration of the book’s title), and another twenty in Scripts. In some instances, typographical errors were corrected; in others, his phrasing was amended for the sake of clarity or rhythmic balance—the kinds of changes any writer is grateful for the opportunity to make. He made no further changes between the trilogy’s first appearance from Atheneum publishers in 1982 and its later republication by Knopf in 1992. The text of that 1992 edition, the last that Merrill himself supervised, has been reproduced here, with a small number of printing errors silently corrected.

			Voices from Sandover, included here as an appendix, is Merrill’s distillate of his epic, which he produced for dramatic performance. As he wrote in 1988, “Since The Changing Light at Sandover would take over seventeen hours merely to read aloud, it seemed wiser to extract from the many narrative and thematic strands that compose this very long poem an arbitrary few and weave them into a script for three voices. Lines have been distributed with a certain freedom, and each of us [the three actors] will be taking on more than a single character.” Voices is not merely a literal abridgment. For the sake of dramatic clarity, the poet made changes to his original text and occasionally wrote new bridge material. The script was privately printed for friends in 1989, and this is its first commercial publication.

			Orbiting around Sandover are other poems that made use of Ouija board material; they can be found in his Collected Poems. There also exists, though not in the typographical format established for transmissions received over the board, a series of “interviews” requested by the Paris Review called “The Plato Club” (published in the Paris Review, no. 122, Spring 1992). JM and DJ conducted conversations with writers the magazine had been prevented from contacting for its famed series, including Alice B. Toklas and Henry James.

			We are again indebted to Deborah Garrison and Patrick Merla for their invaluable editorial assistance.

			JDMcC and SY
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				A Note to the Ebook Reader

			

			Please note that poem line breaks will vary across e-reading platforms. To experience the intended presentation of each poem, please set text on your e-reading device or platform to the smallest comfortable reading size. Enlarging the text too much will cause a poem’s lines to break in places the author did not intend.
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			I

			
				THE BOOK OF EPHRAIM

			

			
				
					Tu credi ’l vero; ché i minori e’ grandi

					    di questa vita miran ne lo speglio

					    in che, prima che pensi, il pensier pandi.

					                         Paradiso XV

				

			

			
				Admittedly I err by undertaking

				This in its present form. The baldest prose

				Reportage was called for, that would reach

				The widest public in the shortest time.

				Time, it had transpired, was of the essence.

				Time, the very attar of the Rose,

				Was running out. We, though, were ancient foes,

				I and the deadline. Also my subject matter

				Gave me pause—so intimate, so novel.

				Best after all to do it as a novel?

				Looking about me, I found characters

				Human and otherwise (if the distinction

				Meant anything in fiction). Saw my way

				To a plot, or as much of one as still allowed

				For surprise and pleasure in its working-out.

				Knew my setting; and had, from the start, a theme

				Whose steady light shone back, it seemed, from every

				Least detail exposed to it. I came

				To see it as an old, exalted one:

				The incarnation and withdrawal of

				A god. That last phrase is Northrop Frye’s.

				I had stylistic hopes moreover. Fed

				Up so long and variously by

				Our age’s fancy narrative concoctions,

				I yearned for the kind of unseasoned telling found

				In legends, fairy tales, a tone licked clean

				Over the centuries by mild old tongues,

				Grandam to cub, serene, anonymous.

				Lacking that voice, the in its fashion brilliant

				Nouveau roman (even the one I wrote)

				Struck me as an orphaned form, whose followers,

				Suckled by Woolf not Mann, had stories told them

				In childhood, if at all, by adults whom

				They could not love or honor. So my narrative

				Wanted to be limpid, unfragmented;

				My characters, conventional stock figures

				Afflicted to a minimal degree

				With personality and past experience—

				A witch, a hermit, innocent young lovers,

				The kinds of being we recall from Grimm,

				Jung, Verdi, and the commedia dell’ arte.

				That such a project was beyond me merely

				Incited further futile stabs at it.

				My downfall was “word-painting.” Exquisite

				Peek-a-boo plumage, limbs aflush from sheer

				Bombast unfurling through the troposphere

				Whose earthward denizens’ implosion startles

				Silly quite a little crowd of mortals

				—My readers, I presumed from where I sat

				In the angelic secretariat.

				The more I struggled to be plain, the more

				Mannerism hobbled me. What for?

				Since it had never truly fit, why wear

				The shoe of prose? In verse the feet went bare.

				Measures, furthermore, had been defined

				As what emergency required. Blind

				Promptings put at last the whole mistaken

				Enterprise to sleep in darkest Macon

				(Cf. “The Will”), and I alone was left

				To tell my story. For it seemed that Time—

				The grizzled washer of his hands appearing

				To say so in a spectrum-bezeled space

				Above hot water—Time would not;

				Whether because it was running out like water

				Or because January draws this bright

				Line down the new page I take to write:

				The Book of a Thousand and One Evenings Spent

				With David Jackson at the Ouija Board

				In Touch with Ephraim Our Familiar Spirit.

			

			
				Backdrop: The dining room at Stonington.

				Walls of ready-mixed matte “flame” (a witty

				Shade, now watermelon, now sunburn).

				Overhead, a turn of the century dome

				Expressing white tin wreathes and fleurs-de-lys

				In palpable relief to candlelight.

				Wallace Stevens, with that dislocated

				Perspective of the newly dead, would take it

				For an alcove in the Baptist church next door

				Whose moonlit tower saw eye to eye with us.

				The room breathed sheer white curtains out. In blew

				Elm- and chimney-blotted shimmerings, so

				Slight the tongue of land, so high the point of view.

				1955 this would have been,

				Second summer of our tenancy.

				Another year we’d buy the old eyesore

				Half of whose top story we now rented;

				Build, above that, a glass room off a wooden

				Stardeck; put a fireplace in; make friends.

				Now, strangers to the village, did we even

				Have a telephone? Who needed one!

				We had each other for communication

				And all the rest. The stage was set for Ephraim.

			

			
				Properties: A milk glass tabletop.

				A blue-and-white cup from the Five & Ten.

				Pencil, paper. Heavy cardboard sheet

				Over which the letters A to Z

				Spread in an arc, our covenant

				With whom it would concern; also

				The Arabic numerals, and YES and NO.

				What more could a familiar spirit want?

				Well, when he knew us better, he’d suggest

				We prop a mirror in the facing chair.

				Erect and gleaming, silver-hearted guest,

				We saw each other in it. He saw us.

				(Any reflecting surface worked for him.

				Noons, D and I might row to a sandbar

				Far enough from town for swimming naked

				Then pacing the glass treadmill hardly wet

				That healed itself perpetually of us—

				Unobserved, unheard we thought, until

				The night he praised our bodies and our wit,

				Our blushes in a twinkling overcome.)

				Or we could please him by swirling a drop of rum

				Inside the cup that, overturned and seeming

				Slightly to lurch at such times in mid-glide,

				Took heart from us, dictation from our guide.

			

			
				But he had not yet found us. Who was there?

				The cup twitched in its sleep. “Is someone there?”

				We whispered, fingers light on Willowware,

				When the thing moved. Our breathing stopped. The cup,

				Glazed zombie of itself, was on the prowl

				Moving, but dully, incoherently,

				Possessed, as we should soon enough be told,

				By one or another of the myriads

				Who hardly understand, through the compulsive

				Reliving of their deaths, that they have died

				—By fire in this case, when a warehouse burned.

				HELLP O SAV ME scrawled the cup

				As on the very wall flame rippled up,

				Hypnotic wave on wave, a lullaby

				Of awfulness. I slumped. D: One more try.

				Was anybody there? As when a pike

				Strikes, and the line singing writes in lakeflesh

				Highstrung runes, and reel spins and mind reels

				YES a new and urgent power YES

				Seized the cup. It swerved, clung, hesitated,

				Darted off, a devil’s darning needle

				Gyroscope our fingers rode bareback

				
				(But stopping dead the instant one lost touch)

				Here, there, swift handle pointing, letter upon

				Letter taken down blind by my free hand—

				At best so clumsily, those early sessions

				Break off into guesswork, paraphrase.

				Too much went whizzing past. We were too nice

				To pause, divide the alphabetical

				Gibberish into words and sentences.

				Yet even the most fragmentary message—

				Twice as entertaining, twice as wise

				As either of its mediums—enthralled them.

			

			
				Correct but cautious, that first night, we asked

				Our visitor’s name, era, habitat.

				EPHRAIM came the answer. A Greek Jew

				Born AD 8 at XANTHOS Where was that?

				In Greece WHEN WOLVES & RAVENS WERE IN ROME

				(Next day the classical dictionary yielded

				A Xanthos on the Asia Minor Coast.)

				NOW WHO ARE U We told him. ARE U XTIANS

				We guessed so. WHAT A COZY CATACOMB

				Christ had WROUGHT HAVOC in his family,

				ENTICED MY FATHER FROM MY MOTHERS BED

				(I too had issued from a broken home—

				The first of several facts to coincide.)

				Later a favorite of TIBERIUS Died

				AD 36 on CAPRI throttled

				By the imperial guard for having LOVED

				THE MONSTERS NEPHEW (sic) CALIGULA

				Rapidly he went on—changing the subject?

				A long incriminating manuscript

				Boxed in bronze lay UNDER PORPHYRY

				Beneath the deepest excavations. He

				Would help us find it, but we must please make haste

				Because Tiberius wanted it destroyed.

				Oh? And where, we wondered of the void,

				Was Tiberius these days? STAGE THREE

			

			
				Why was he telling us? He’d overheard us

				Talking to SIMPSON Simpson? His LINK WITH EARTH

				His REPRESENTATIVE A feeble nature

				All but bestial, given to violent

				Short lives—one ending lately among flames

				In an Army warehouse. Slated for rebirth

				
				But not in time, said Ephraim, to prevent

				The brat from wasting, just now at our cup,

				Precious long distance minutes—don’t hang up!

			

			
				So much facetiousness—well, we were young

				And these were matters of life and death—dismayed us.

				Was he a devil? His reply MY POOR

				INNOCENTS left the issue hanging fire.

				As it flowed on, his stream-of-consciousness

				Deepened. There was a buried room, a BED

				WROUGHT IN SILVER I CAN LEAD U THERE

				IF If? U GIVE ME What? HA HA YR SOULS

				(Another time he’ll say that he misread

				Our innocence for insolence that night,

				And meant to scare us.) Our eyes met. What if…

				The blood’s least vessel hoisted jet-black sails.

				Five whole minutes we were frightened stiff

				—But after all, we weren’t that innocent.

				The Rover Boys at thirty, still red-blooded

				Enough not to pass up an armchair revel

				And pure enough at heart to beat the devil,

				Entered into the spirit, so to speak,

				And said they’d leave for Capri that same week.

			

			
				Pause. Then, as though we’d passed a test,

				Ephraim’s whole manner changed. He brushed aside

				Tiberius and settled to the task

				Of answering, like an experienced guide,

				Those questions we had lacked the wit to ask.

			

			
				Here on Earth—huge tracts of information

				Have gone into these capsules flavorless

				And rhymed for easy swallowing—on Earth

				We’re each the REPRESENTATIVE of a PATRON

				—Are there that many patrons? YES O YES

				These secular guardian angels fume and fuss

				For what must seem eternity over us.

				It is forbidden them to INTERVENE

				Save, as it were, in the entr’acte between

				One incarnation and another. Back

				To school from the disastrously long vac

				Goes the soul its patron crams yet once

				Again with savoir vivre. Will the dunce

				Never—by rote, the hundredth time round—learn

				What ropes make fast that point of no return,

				A footing on the lowest of NINE STAGES

				Among the curates and the minor mages?

				Patrons at last ourselves, an upward notch

				Our old ones move THEYVE BORNE IT ALL FOR THIS

				And take delivery from the Abyss

				Of brand-new little savage souls to watch.

				One difference: with every rise in station

				Comes a degree of PEACE FROM REPRESENTATION

				—Odd phrase, more like a motto for abstract

				Art—or for Autocracy—In fact

				Our heads are spinning—From the East a light—

				BUT U ARE TIRED MES CHERS SWEET DREAMS TOMORROW NIGHT

			

			
				Dramatis Personae (a partial list

				Which may conveniently be inserted here):

			

			
				Auden, W(ystan) H(ugh), 1907–

				73, the celebrated poet.

			

			
				Clay, John, died 1774,

				A clergyman. Now patron to DJ.

			

			
				Deren, Eleanora (“Maya”),

				1917–61, doyenne of our

				American experimental film.

				Mistress moreover of a life style not

				For twenty years to seem conventional.

				Fills her Village flat with sacred objects:

				Dolls, drums, baubles that twirl and shimmer,

				Stills from work in progress, underfoot

				The latest in a lineage of big, black,

				Strangely accident-prone Haitian cats.

				Dresses her high-waisted, maiden-breasted

				Person—russet afro, agate eyes—

				In thriftshop finery. Bells on her toes,

				Barefoot at parties dances. Is possessed

				(Cf. her book on voodoo, Divine Horsemen)

				During a ceremony (1949?)

				By Erzulie the innocently lavish,

				Laughing, weeping, perfume-loving queen

				Among the loa, or divinities.

			

			
				Farmetton, Rufus, dead of heart attack

				In the Transvaal, 1925.

				Previous incarnation of JM.

			

			
				Ford, Kinton, 1810–43,

				Editor of Pope’s works. Inquiry,

				Albeit languid, has unearthed to date

				No vestige of this poor infatuate

				Of letters, or his book—though now we know

				Whence come the couplets that bedevil so

				(Ephraim, no spell for exorcising them?)

				His faithful representative JM.

			

			
				Jackson, Mary Fogelsong, born 1890,

				DJ’s mother. Representative

				Of Ayako Watanabe. Model

				For “Lucy Prentiss” in JM’s lost novel.

			

			
				Lodeizen, Hans, 1924–50,

				Dutch poet. Author of Het Innerlijk

				Behang, &c. Studies in America.

				Clever, goodnatured, solitary, blond,

				All to a disquieting degree.

				Plays a recording of the “Spring” Sonata

				One May night when JM has a fever;

				Unspoken things divide them from then on.

				Dies of leukemia in Switzerland,

				The country of a thousand years of peace.

				At Stage One when we first get through

				—And where he is denied the taste and hearing

				Which are Ephraim’s privilege at Six.

				(Stage by Stage the taken-leave-of senses

				RETURN TO US LIKE PICTURES ON A SCREEN

				GROWN SOLID THAT AT 1ST ARE MERELY SEEN)

				Hans’s Stage is that of vision pure

				And simple: rinse the cup with rum for him,

				He cannot find his tongue, his eyes alone

				Burn, filling…as this moment do my own.

				Patron, that summer, to a holy terror

				Known as Joselito, five years old,

				On a plantation near Caracas where,

				Says Ephraim, he CUTS CANE & RAISES IT

			

			
				Merrill, Charles Edward, 1885–

				1956, JM’s father. Representative

				Of a mystic from Calcutta he dismisses

				As a DAMN POOR ADMINISTRATOR Model

				For “Benjamin Tanning” in The Seraglio.

			

			
				Mitsotáki, Maria Demertzí,

				1907–74. Described

				Elsewhere (cf. “Words for Maria”). Dead

				In these last months of the dictatorship.

				Athens will be a duller town without her.

			

			
				Pincus, Beatrice (“Betsy”) Merrill, born

				1937, JM’s niece. Model

				For “Ellen Prentiss Cade” in the lost novel.

			

			
				Simpson, Ephraim’s representative.

				Reborn as “Gopping” (1955)

				And (1956) as Wendell Pincus.

			

			
				“Smith, Rosamund,” character in the novel,

				Later the Marchesa Santofior.

				Perennially youthful, worldly, rich,

				And out of sight until the close, at which

				Point—but no matter, now. By degrees grows

				Like all my “people” (the old Prentisses,

				Their grandchild Ellen, Ellen’s husband Leo,

				Joanna flying toward them through the storm)

				A twilight presence. I may need her still

				But Ephraim shoulders her aside. She will

				Have wrinkled soon to purple fruitlessness,

				Leaving the outcome anybody’s guess.

			

			
				Yeats, W(illiam) B(utler), 1865–

				1939, the celebrated

				Poet. Author of A Vision.

				Familiar spirit: Leo Africanus.

			

			
				—For as it happened I had been half trying

				To make sense of A Vision

				When our friend dropped his bombshell: POOR OLD YEATS

				STILL SIMPLIFYING

			

			
				But if someone up there thought we would edit

				The New Enlarged Edition,

				That maze of inner logic, dogma, dates—

				Ephraim, forget it.

			

			
				We’d long since slept through our last talk on Thomist

				Structures in Dante. Causes

				Were always lost—on us. We shared the traits

				Of both the dumbest

			

			
				Boy in school and that past master of clauses

				Whose finespun mind “no idea violates.”

			

			
				Ephraim nonetheless kept on pursuing

				Our education. Ignorant and lazy

				Though he must have found us, he remained

				Sweetness itself. We hardly tasted

				The pill beneath his sugar. USE USE USE

				YR BODIES & YR MINDS—instead of being

				Used by them? So imperceptibly

				His bromides took, I only now detect

				How that thirtieth summer of mine freed me—

				Freed perhaps also D—to do the homework

				Fiction had optimistically assigned

				To adolescence. TAKE our teacher told us

				FROM SENSUAL PLEASURE ONLY WHAT WILL NOT

				DURING IT BE EVEN PARTLY SPOILED

				BY FEAR OF LOSING TOO MUCH This was the tone

				We trusted most, a smiling Hellenistic

				Lightness from beyond the grave. Each shaft

				Feathered by head-turning flattery:

				LONG B4 THE FORTUNATE CONJUNCTION

				(David’s and mine) ALLOWED ME TO GET THRU

				MAY I SAY WEVE HAD OUR EYES ON U

				—On our kind hearts, good sense, imagination,

				Talents! Some had BORNE FRUIT Others bore

				Comparison with those the Emperor

				Recruited, fine young fellows from five races,

				To serve as orgy-fodder in CAPRICES

				(Named for their locus classicus no doubt)

				Which E, to tease our shyness, fleshes out

				With dwarfs, tame leopards, ancient toothless slaves

				Unmarred by gender, philtres up their sleeves;

				A certain disapproving TULLIA her

				Red-and-white running in the de rigueur

				Post-revel bath of dry Egyptian wine…

				How by the way does he look? Blond, sun-kissed,

				Honey-eyed, tall. AN ARCHAEOLOGIST

				MEASURED THE BONES OF GERMANICUS 1 POINT 9

				METERS I WAS TALLER And what age

				Does one assume in the next world? THE AGE

				AT WHICH IT FIRST SEEMS CREDIBLE TO DIE

				Ephraim accordingly, in our propped-up glass,

				Looks AS I DID AT 22 The last

				Mirrors he has used were at Versailles

				In the 1780’s. I WAS ALL THE RAGE

				MY 2ND COURT LIFE Mediums: d’Alençon,

				The duke, and his smut-loving so-called son

				BOTH CHARMERS—the old man by now at Stage

				Two; the younger, twelve lives later, still a

				Garbage collector SHAMELESS in Manila.

			

			
				As for our patrons, we are far from certain

				How influential Messrs Ford and Clay

				Actually are. Oh, once the curtain

				Falls, and we need help in the worst way

				For the quick seamless change of body-stocking,

				It’s these who come. And they’ll have much to say,

				We ruefully suspect, about the play.

				Viewed from the wings, what can it seem but shocking?

				Manners, motives, idiom and theme

				Horrify such fusty employees.

				Vainly they signal us: Desist! Ugh! Please!

				—All sense of play, in fact, quite lost on them.

			

			
				On Ephraim not. A critic sound, we said,

				As Shaw, with the edge of over nineteen hundred

				Years to improve his temper. And now that Simpson

				Had been again TYPECAST (Reborn? As what?

				A PURPLE FORKED MALE PUKING NAMELESS THING

				At GOPPING a vile crossroads God knew where—

				Congratulations! NOT FOR LONG I FEAR)

				Ephraim had resumed his volunteer

				Work in that dimension we could neither

				Visualize nor keep from trying to:

				For instance (this March noon) at a fogswept

				Milk-misty, opal-fiery induction

				Center where, even while our ball is kept

				Suavely rolling, he and his staff judge

				At a glance the human jetsam each new wave

				Washes their way—war, famine, revolution;

				Each morning’s multitude the tough

				Tendril of unquestioning love alone

				Ties to dust, a strewn ancestral flesh

				—Yet we whose last ties loosened, snapped like thread,

				Weren’t we less noble than these untamed dead?—

				Old falcon-featured men, young skin-and-bone

				Grandmothers, claw raised against the flash,

				Night-creatures frightened headlong, by a bare

				Bright Stage, into the next vein-tangled snare.

				PATRONS OF SUCH SOULS ARE FREQUENTLY

				MADE SQUEAMISH PAR EXEMPLE GBS

				U MENTIONED HIM TONIGHT AT 6 WITH ME

				VEGETARIAN ONCE HAD TO CLAIM

				A FINE BROTH OF A BOY COOKED OVER FLAME

				This was the tone we trusted not one bit.

				Must everything be witty? AH MY DEARS

				I AM NOT LAUGHING I WILL SIMPLY NOT SHED TEARS

			

			
				Flash-forward: April 1st in Purgatory,

				Oklahoma. Young Temerlin takes me calling

				On his chimpanzees. Raw earth reds and sky blues.

				Yet where we’ve paused to catch our breath, the lake

				Small and unrippling bleaches to opaque

				Café-au-lait daguerreotype the world

				It doubles. Stump and grassy hummock, hut,

				Ramshackle dock—poor furniture

				Of Miranda’s island. She is sitting huddled,

				Back to us, in the one tall, dead tree.

				Only when Bruno gibbering thumps the dirt

				Does she turn round, and see us, and descend

				To dance along the hateful water’s edge,

				Making the “happy” sign. Behavior which

				Allows for her no less inspiredly sudden

				Spells of pure unheeding, like a Haydn

				Finale marked giocoso but shot through

				With silences—regret? foreknowledge? Who

				Can doubt she’s one of us? She has been raised

				From birth in that assumption. It appears

				The plan’s to wed her—like as not, to Bruno

				When both reach puberty—and determine what

				Traces, if any, she will then transmit

				To her own offspring, of our mother wit.

				Now she’s being rowed across to us,

				Making the “hurry” sign. Now, heartbeat visible

				Through plum-dark breast, child-face alight

				Within its skeptic, brooding mask,

				Has landed. Up the low red clay brow scrambles

				Flinging her whole weight—as Temerlin’s

				Features disappear into one great

				Openjawed kiss that threatens to go on

				And on—“I’ll watch a film of when they mate,

				If I can stand it,” he will say at lunch—

				But for her manners. Here I stand,

				Friend of her friend, whom she must either love

				Or overlook or maul. Here is her hand

				Reaching out for me, its charcoal glove

				Scuffed and wrinkled; myself taken in

				Before I know it, by uncritical eyes

				—Unlike the moment—as we solemnize

				Our new (our old) relation: kissing kin.

			

			
				Moment that in me made the “happy” sign

				Like nothing I—like nothing but that whole

				Fantastic monkey business of the soul

				Between lives, gathered to its patron’s breast.

				All those years, what else had so obsessed

				The representatives of Clay and Ford?

				Weren’t we still groping, like Miranda, toward

				Some higher level?—subjects in a vast

				Investigation whose objective cast,

				Far from denying temperament, indeed

				Flung it like caution to the winds, like seed.

			

			
				Take the equivocal episode beginning

				When Gopping-Simpson’s mother lets the baby

				Drown in the bath. Ephraim, beside himself,

				Asks don’t we know any strong sane woman

				In early pregnancy, reborn to whom

				His charge would have a running start on life?

				Hold on! who’d wish the likes of Gopping

				On his worst enemy? But Ephraim briskly

				Counters with a thousand-word show-stopping

				Paean to the GREAT GENETIC GOD

				By whose conclusion we cannot but feel

				So thoroughly exempted from ideal

				Lab conditions as to stride roughshod

				Past angels all agape, and pluck the weird

				Sister of Things to Come by her white beard.

				I mention my niece Betsy. D has had

				Word from an ex-roommate, name of Thad,

				Whose wife Gin—that will be Virginia—West,

				A skier and Phi Bete, is on the nest.

			

			
				Ephraim, delighted, causes time to fly

				(For he is hesitant to SLIP THE SOULS

				LIKE CORRESPONDENCE INTO PIGEONHOLES

				Until he hears, out of the womb forthcoming

				Late in the sixth month, a MELODIOUS HUMMING

				—Which, heard there, would do much to clarify

				Another year’s abortion talks in Rome)

				And sure enough, soon after Labor Day

				Not only he-of-Gopping but—get this—

				Ham’s Joselito, who drinks lye

				At the eleventh hour, are at home,

				One in Virginia, one in Beatrice.

			

			
				Cause indeed for self-congratulation.

				Diplomats without portfolio,

				We had achieved, it seemed in the first glow,

				At last some kind of workable relation

			

			
				Between the two worlds. Had bypassed religion,

				Its missionary rancor and red tape

				No usefuller than the Zen master’s top

				Secret lost in silence, or in pidgin.

			

			
				Had left heredity, Narcissus bent

				Above the gene pool. As at a thrown stick,

				Still waking echoes of that give-and-take

				—Repercussions dire in the event—

			

			
				Between one floating realm unseen powers rule

				(Rod upon mild silver rod, like meter

				Broken in fleet cahoots with subject matter)

				And one we feel is ours, and call the real,

			

			
				The flat distinction of Miranda’s kiss

				Floods both. No longer, as in bad old pre-

				Ephraim days, do I naively pray

				For the remission of their synthesis.

			

			
				Guests were now descending on our village

				Hideaway, drawn by the glowing space

				Beneath its dome. Who were they? Patrons, mostly,

				Of all whose names we mentioned. Any night

				A Zulu chieftain could rub elbows with

				Jenny, a pallid Burne-Jones acrolith,

				Patrons respectively of a chum of mine,

				Dead in grammar school, and Gertrude Stein,

				Both safely back—he’ll tell us where—on Earth;

				But what is our time, what is Ephraim’s worth?

				Once stroked, once fed by us, stray souls maneuver

				Round the teacup for a chance to glide

				(As DJ yawns, quick!) to the warmth inside.

				Where some of course belong: patrons of living

				Dear ones—parents, friends—we dutifully

				Ask after. Few surprises here. E’s tact

				Encourages us—PATRON NOT UNHOPEFUL

				Meaning that things are really pretty grim—

				To drop the subject. We don’t challenge him.

				If Maya is a WHITE WITCH or my father

				ONLY IN HIS OLD AGE MAKING PROGRESS

				It figures in both cases. And if Mary Jackson

				Has narrowly, as a Sicilian child,

				MISSED SAINTHOOD she deserves the martyr’s palm

				With oakleaf cluster for those thirty-nine

				Mortal years with Matt. The lady from

				Kyoto (Mary’s patron) raises fine

				Eyebrows—as if wives could choose!—then giggling

				Calls MFJ a BLOSSOMING PLUM BRANCH

				IN MY HUMBLE TOKONOMA Others crowd

				About us. Wallace Stevens, dead that summer,

				Reads us jottings from his slate of cloud,

				Graciously finds a phrase of mine to quote

				—But ouf! So much esprit has left us quite

				Parched for a double shot of corps.

				We need a real, live guest. So Maya comes,

				And soon to a spellbinding tape—dream-drums—

				Can be discovered laying down in flour

				Erzulie’s heart-emblem on the floor.

			

			
				That evening she danced merengues with us.

				Then Ephraim, summoned, had her stand between

				Two mirrors—candle-scissorings of gold;

				Told her she was in her FIRST LAST ONLY

				Life, that she knew it, that she had no patron.

				The cat she felt kept dying in her stead

				Did exactly that. She was its patron.

				Smoke-ring enigmas formed to levitate

				Into a swaying blur above the head.

				Ephraim, we understood, was pleased; but Maya

				Found him too much the courtier living for pleasure.

				LETS HOPE THE LIVED FOR PLEASURE WILL NOT BE

				ALL MINE WHEN YR WHITE WITCH SETS EYES ON ME

				Whereupon Maya stiffens. She has heard

				A faint miaow—we all have. In comes Maisie,

				Calico self-possession six weeks old,

				Already promising to outpoise by ounces

				Ephraim as the household heavyweight.

				Maya, shaken, falls into a chair.

				She’s had enough. Cattily we infer

				E rocked the boat by getting her birthdate

				Five years wrong; and not for five more years

				Figure out that he had been correct.

			

			
				Maya departs for city, cat, and lover.

				The days grow shorter. Summer’s over.

			

			
				We take long walks among the flying leaves

				And ponder turnings taken by our lives.

			

			
				Look at each other closely, as friends will

				On parting. This is not farewell,

			

			
				Not now. Yet something in the sad

				End-of-season light remains unsaid.

			

			
				For Hans at last has entered the red room—

				Hans who on his deathbed had still smiled

				Into my eyes. He and our friend are friends now.

				He teaches Ephraim modern European

				History, philosophy, and music.

				E is most curious about the latter.

				What simpleminded song and dance he knew

				Has reached the stage of what H calls TRANSFERRED

				EXPERIENCE So we must play him great

				Works—Das Lied von der Erde and Apollon Musagète—

				While like a bored subscriber the cup fidgets…

				More important, Ephraim learns that Hans

				Has INTERVENED on my behalf

				As patrons may not. To have done so requires

				SOME POWERFUL MEMORY OR AFFINITY

				(Plato intervened for Wallace Stevens).

				In any case HL REMEMBERS U

				STILL HEARS THRU U JM A VERNAL MUSIC

				THIS WILL BE YR LAST LIFE THANKS TO HIM

				—News that like so much of Ephraim’s leaves me

				Of two minds. Do I want it all to end?

				If there’s a choice—and what about my friend?

				What about David? Will he too—? DJ

				HAS COME ALL THINGS CONSIDERED A LONG WAY

				What things? Well, that his previous thirty-four

				Lives ended either in the cradle or

				By violence, the gallows or the knife.

				Why was this? U DID NOT TAKE TO LIFE

				Now, however, one or two, at most

				Three lives more—John Clay, a beaming host

				ALREADY PLANS THE GALA—Stop, oh stop!

			

			
				Ephraim, this cannot be borne. We live

				Together. And if you are on the level

				Some consciousness survives—right? Right.

				Now tell me, what conceivable delight

				Lies for either of us in the prospect

				Of an eternity without the other?

				Why not both be reborn? Which at least spares one

				Dressing up as the Blessed Damozel

				At Heaven’s Bar to intervene—oh hell,

				Stop me. You meant no harm. But, well, forgive

				My saying so, that was insensitive.

			

			
				His answer’s unrecorded. The cloud passed

				More quickly than the shade it cast,

			

			
				Foreshadower of nothing, dearest heart,

				But the dim wish of lives to drift apart.

			

			
				Times we’ve felt, returning to this house

				Together, separately, back from somewhere—

				Still in coat and muffler, turning up

				The thermostat while a slow eddying

				Chill about our ankles all but purrs—

				The junk mail bristling, ornaments in pairs

				Gazing straight through us, dust-bitten, vindictive—

				Felt a ghost of roughness underfoot.

				There it was, the valentine that Maya,

				Kneeling on our threshold, drew to bless us:

				Of white meal sprinkled then with rum and lit,

				Heart once intricate as birdsong, it

				Hardened on the spot. Much come-and-go

				Has blackened, pared the scabby curlicue

				Down to smatterings which, even so,

				Promise to last this lifetime. That will do.

			

			
				High upon darkness, emptiness—at a height

				Our stories equalled—on a pane’s trapeze

				Had swung beyond the sill now this entire

				Rosy-lit interior: food, drink,

				People at table, sheer Gemütlichkeit

				Of insupportable hypotheses

				Hovering there. It was a pied-à-terre

				Made for his at-homes, we liked to think.

			

			
				Though when the autumn winds blew how it trembled!

				What speed-of-light redecorations,

				As we began to move from place to place,

				It suffered—presto! room and guests assembled

				By a flicked switch, the host’s own presence

				Everywhere felt, who never showed his face.

			

			
				How could we see him? DIE his answer came

				Followed by the seemlier afterthought

				HYPNOSIS With a how-to-do-it book

				From the Amherst library (that year I taught)

				On the first try, one evening in mid-fall,

				I put D under. Ephraim had coyly threatened

				To lead us BY THE HAND TO PARADISE

				& NOT LET GO We were alone, with Maisie,

				In a white farmhouse up a gravel road

				Where Frost had visited. DJ’s oldfashioned

				Trust in nature human and divine

				Was anything but Frostian. As for mine,

				Trances like these are merciful, and end

				I prayed. We held hands. We invoked our friend.

				The stillness deepened. Garlands of long dead

				Roses hung on every wall. Was Ephraim there?

				No cup would move, this time. D’s lips instead

				Did, and a voice not his, less near,

				Deeper than his, now limpid, now unclear,

				Said where he was was room for me as well.

				Whose for that matter was the hand I held?

				It had grown cool, impersonal. It led

				Me to a deep black couch, and stroked my face

				The blood had drained from. Caught up in his strong

				Flow of compulsion, mine was to resist.

				The more thrilled through, the less I went along,

				A river stone, blind, clenched against whatever

				Was happening that once. (Only this May

				D lets me have the notes he made next morning,

				Wherein a number of small touches rhyme

				With Maya’s dream—as we shall see.) The room

				Grown dim, an undrawn curtain in the panes’

				Glass night tawnily maned, lit from below

				So that hair-wisps of brightness quickened slowly

				the limbs & torso muscled by long folds of

				an unemasculated Blake nude. Who then

				actually was in the room, at arm’s length,

				glowing with strength, asking if he pleased me. I

				said yes. His smile was that of an old friend, so

				casual. Hair golden, eyes that amazing

				blood-washed gold our headlights catch, foxes perhaps

				or wildcats. He looked, oh, 25 but seemed

				light years older. As he stroked J’s face & throat

				I felt a stab of the old possessiveness.

				Souls can’t feel at E’s level. He somehow was

				using me, my senses, to touch JM who

				this morning swears it was my hand stroking him.

				(Typical of J to keep, throughout, staring

				off somewhere else.) Now Ephraim tried to lead me

				to the mirror and I held back. Putting his

				hand on me then, my excitement, which he breathed

				smiling, already fading, to keep secret

				Eyebeam sparkling coolly into black,

				Lips rippling back into the glass-warp, breathing

				Love…So much, so little, David saw.

			

			
				That was before our brush with Divine Law.

			

			
				I’d rather skip this part, but courage—

				What we dream up must be lived down, I think.

				I went to my ex-shrink

				With the whole story, right through the miscarriage

			

			
				Of plans for Joselito. He

				Got born to a VIRGINIA WEST IN STATE

				ASYLUM —D too late

				Recalls “Gin’s” real name: Jennifer Marie.

			

			
				(The following week, I’ll scarcely dare

				Ask after Betsy. But her child, it seems,

				OUTDOES THE WILDEST DREAMS

				OF PATRONS Whew. And later, when through fair

			

			
				Silk bangs, at six months, Wendell peers

				Up at me, what are such serene blue eyes

				For, but to recognize—?

				However.) We have MEDDLED And the POWERS

			

			
				ARE FURIOUS Hans, in Dutch and grim,

				May send no further word. Ephraim they’ve brought

				Before a kind of court

				And thrown the book (the Good Book? YES) at him.

			

			
				We now scare him with flippancies.

				DO U WANT TO LOSE ME WELL U COULD

				AGENTS CAN BREAK OUR CODE

				TO SMITHEREENS How Kafka! PLEASE O PLEASE

			

			
				Whereupon the cup went dead,

				And since then—no response, hard as we’ve tried,

				“And so I just thought I’d…”

				Winding up lamely. “Quite,” the doctor said,

			

			
				Exuding insight. “There’s a phrase

				You may have heard—what you and David do

				We call folie à deux.

				Harmless; but can you find no simpler ways

			

			
				To sound each other’s depths of spirit

				Than taking literally that epigram

				Of Wilde’s I’m getting damn

				Tired of hearing my best patients parrot?”

			

			
				“Given a mask, you mean, we’ll tell—?”

				Tom nodded. “So the truth was what we heard?”

				“A truth,” he shrugged. “It’s hard

				To speak of the truth. Now suppose you spell

			

			
				It out. What underlies these odd

				Inseminations by psycho-roulette?”

				I stared, then saw the light:

				“Somewhere a Father Figure shakes his rod

			

			
				At sons who have not sired a child?

				Through our own spirit we can both proclaim

				And shuffle off the blame

				For how we live—that good enough?” Tom smiled

			

			
				And rose. “I’ve heard worse. Those thyroid

				Pills—you still use them? Don’t. And keep in touch.”

				I walked out into much

				Guilt-obliterating sunlight. FREUD

			

			
				We learned that evening DESPAIRS

				OF HIS DISCIPLES & SAYS BITTE NIE

				ZU AUFGEBEN THE KEY

				TO YR OWN NATURES We felt clouds disperse

			

			
				On all sides. Our beloved friend

				Was back with us! We’d think some other time

				About the hour with Tom

				—Nonchalance that would gradually extend

			

			
				Over a widening area. The question

				Of who or what we took Ephraim to be,

				And of what truths (if any) we considered

				Him spokesman, had arisen from the start.

				If he had blacked out reason (or vice versa)

				On first sight, we instinctively avoided

				Facing the eclipse with naked eye.

				Early attempts to check what he let fall

				Failed, E’s grasp of dates and places being

				Feeble as ours, his Latin like my own

				Vestigial; even D knew better German.

				As through smoked glass, we charily observed

				Either that his memory was spotty

				(Whose wouldn’t be, after two thousand years?)

				Or that his lights and darks were a projection

				Of what already burned, at some obscure

				Level or another, in our skulls.

				We, all we knew, dreamed, felt and had forgotten,

				Flesh made word, became through him a set of

				Quasi-grammatical constructions which

				Could utter some things clearly, forcibly,

				Others not. Like Tosca hadn’t we

				Lived for art and love? We were not tough-

				Or literal-minded, or unduly patient

				With those who were. Hadn’t—from books, from living—

				The profusion dawned on us, of “languages”

				Any one of which, to who could read it,

				Lit up the system it conceived?—bird-flight,

				Hallucinogen, chorale and horoscope:

				Each its own world, hypnotic, many-sided

				Facet of the universal gem.

				Ephraim’s revelations—we had them

				For comfort, thrills and chills, “material.”

				He didn’t cavil. He was the revelation

				(Or if we had created him, then we were).

				The point—one twinkling point by now of thousands—

				Was never to forego, in favor of

				Plain dull proof, the marvelous nightly pudding.

			

			
				Joanna (Chapter One) sat in the plane,

				Smoke pouring from her nostrils. Outside, rain;

				Sunset; mild azure; sable bulks awince

				With fire—and all these visible at once

				While Heaven, quartered like a billionaire’s

				Coat of arms, put on stupendous airs.

				Earth lurched and shivered in the storm’s embrace

				But kept her distances, lifting a face

				Unthinkingly dramatic in repose

				As was Joanna’s. Desiccated rose

				Light hot on bone, ridge, socket where the streak

				Of glancing water—if a glance could speak—

				Said, “Trace me back to some loud, shallow, chill,

				Underlying motive’s overspill.”

			

			
				Ephraim scolds me for the lost novel’s

				Fire and brimstone version of his powers.

				Meteorological eeriness

				On the above lines left him cold, let’s say.

				Yet who originally makes us feel

				The eeriness of Santa Fe?

				He cannot think why we have gone out there

				That summer (1958). THE AIR

				ABOVE LOS ALAMOS IS LIKE A BREATH

				SUCKED IN HORROR TOD MORT MUERTE DEATH

				—Meaning the nearby nuclear research

				Our instinct first is to deplore, and second

				To think no more of. Witter Bynner reads

				Renderings of T’ang poetry he made

				As a young man. Firelight on spinach jade

				Or white jade buckles, and austere

				Bass-bullfrog notes. Li Po himself draws near—

				NO BEAUTY Ephraim dryly judges, yet

				IN SIMPLE HONESTY MY SLEEVE WAS WET

				Or, afternoons, an easy drive from town,

				Chimayo’s clay and water spell works on us:

				Adobe sanctuary for the glow

				Of piñon-scented candles. Circus-tent

				Rainbow carpentry frames booth on booth

				From which, adroitly skewered, smocked by Sears,

				Tall dolls personify the atmosphere’s

				Overall anguish and high spirits, both.

				Whatever these old carnivals once meant,

				The wonder is, how they still entertain!

				Pale blue wax roses—we’re outdoors again—

				Deck the wooden crosses, a poor crop,

				Sun-bleached Martínez, splintering Ortiz,

				Bees buzzing, or a dozen terminal z’s.

				Between them and the present flows a clear

				Stream shaded by great cottonwoods. It’s here

				That Ephraim tangles with A KIND OF GOD

				HALF MAN HALF TALKING TREE ICECAPPED PEATSHOD

				Transported from ALEUTIA 40 ODD

				MILLENIA BC and on this spot

				Left by his followers TO MELT & ROT

				While they pressed southward. Soon as we appear

				Crossing his stream, he stumps up full of fear

				That we will claim it—HOW HE DITHERS ON

				FIRST GOD OF MY ACQUAINTANCE & O DEAR

			

			
				Back to the novel for a bit, it’s here

				Gentle Sergei Markovich, in his bone

				And turquoise necklace, was to come one day

				As he had done for years—alone or with

				People who mattered, Leo, Mrs Smith—

				And find the very crosses turned to stone;

				Crutches (that thick as bats hung from the ceiling

				Above a pit of wonder-working clay

				Beyond the altar—Lucy swears by it)

				Gone; whitewash everywhere. He’d have the feeling

				He too was cured, refurbished, on his way…

			

			
				Here as well, Joanna and Sergei

				“Recognize” each other, or I as author

				Recognize in them the plus and minus

				—Good and evil, let my reader say—

				Vital to the psychic current’s flow.

				Joanna worries me. (Sergei I know.)

				I need to dip into that murky roman

				Fleuve our friends, lawyers, the press, worked on

				Throughout my awkward age, when glances did

				Speak volumes. We called this one The Other Woman.

				The stepmother whom in due course I met

				Bore no resemblance to its heroine.

				Whereas Joanna…Jung on the destructive

				Anima would one day help me breathe

				The smoke of her eternal cigarette

				Coiling round Old Matt Prentiss—with a cough

				Woken by acrid nothings in his ear,

				His knobby fingers gripped between her thighs

				(In the twin bed Lucy sleeps on and off).

				Would help me hear Joanna, her ex-drunk’s

				Snorts of euphoria, the Magic Fire

				Music filling her earphones. Help me see

				By the cruel reading light her sun-scabbed brow,

				Thin hair dyed setter-auburn. Finally

				To be, as she can never, this entire

				Parched landscape my lost pages fly her toward,

				Carrying a gift-wrapped Ouija board.

			

			
				Kimono’d in red gold, SWIRLS BEFORE PINE

				Ayako sights us through a pale bronze disc

				Half mirror and half gong

				Hanging at Kamakura, in the shrine.

			

			
				From the Osaka puppets we are learning

				What to be moved means. And at Koya-san—

				Sun-shaft and cryptomeria,

				Smoke-samurai, incensed retainers turning

			

			
				To alabaster—word comes of my father’s

				Peaceful death, his funeral tomorrow.

				There will be no way to fly back in time.

				Trapped by a phone booth, my transparency

				Betrays (a young Zen priest centuries old

				Tells Ephraim with approval) 16FOLD

				LACK OF EMOTION Which may be the view

				From where they sit. Then CEM gets through,

				High-spirited, incredulous—he’d tried

				The Board without success when Nana died.

				Are we in India? Some goddam fool

				Hindoo is sending him to Sunday School.

				He loved his wives, his other children, me;

				Looks forward to his next life. Would not be

				Weeping in my shoes. An offhand salute,

				And gone! TOO BOYISH IN HIS NEW GREEN SUIT

			

			
				Ephraim, who enjoys this flying trip

				Round the world more than we do, sees us next

				At the tailor’s in Kowloon:

				MY DEARS I AM BEST SUITED WHEN U STRIP

			

			
				In Bangkok stumbles on us laid full length

				Each on a bamboo dais, flexible

				And polished dark as teak by smokers’ oils.

				While DJ dreams, I retch all night.

				Wat Arun’s tall rice-paper lantern not

				Unfolded quite sways with the current

				—A vision? No, a sight. As I’m afraid

				We both are. Cure: whole jars of marmalade.

			

			
				Short but sweet spells on Earth. And in between,

				Broad silver wings drone forth our own cloud-backed

				Features fainter than pearl

				On white brow (Paradiso, III, 14).

			

			
				Christmas. A jeweler in Kandy pushes

				Flawed white sapphires for the price of glass.

				D buys his mother one—see his rapt face

				Broadcast in facets to the brink of Space!

				Effect reversed by the ceiling at Fatehpur-Sikri

				Embedded in which uncountable quicksilver

				Convexities reduce and multiply

				The visitor to swarms of the same fly.

				Stupefied by Mother India

				VEDANTA IS A DULLARDS DISCIPLINE

				Ephraim adores these Mogul palaces

				Ghosts of flouzis primp and twitter through;

				Calls himself A TEMPERAMENTAL MOSLEM

				I CLIMB ABOARD THE PRAYER RUG OF YR LEAST

				WHIM TO BE CARRIED WESTWARD FACING EAST

			

			
				To Istanbul. Blue DJs, red JMs

				Or green or amber ones, we sweat among

				The steam room’s colored panes.

				I DECK MYSELF IN GLIMPSES AS IN GEMS

			

			
				YR FATHER JM he goes on (we’re back

				At the hotel now) WAS BORN YESTERDAY

				To a greengrocer: name, address in Kew

				Spelt out. Oh good, then I can look him up,

				Do something for him? We’ll be there—The cup

				All but cracks with consternation. WILL

				U NEVER LEARN LOOK LOOK LOOK LOOK YR FILL

				BUT DO DO DO DO NOTHING I admit

				That what with market, mackerel, minaret,

				Simmering mulligatawny of the Real,

				I had forgotten we were on parole.

				Ephraim, relax. How’s little Wendell P?

				HE IS AN ANGEL HE HAS DREAMED OF ME

				And so forth. But deep down I chafe. Dusk. Sleet

				Hissing from the Bosporus? Steam heat?

				A gale that stifles. A fierce cold that warms.

				Chairs like brocaded tombstones, or “French Forms”

				Squirmed from, at twelve, in my Verse Manual.

				Despite our insights (Section I) we fall

				Back on the greater coziness of being

				Seen by him, and by that very seeing

				Forgiven for the spectacles we’ve made

				Of everything, ourselves, the world, the mud

				Gullies skipped over, rut on trickling rut,

				All in the name of life. Life? Shh. En route.

			

			
				CLAY SAW GENEVA AT A TENDER AGE

				Odder to bob up in—but can it be

				The same old man’s bifocals

				Who scissored Hans in profile from a page

			

			
				Black as pitch? The flashing swerve of shears

				Deftly stealing eyelash, brow and lip.

				Tough shadow that remains,

				The sitter long removed to sunless shores.

			

			
				Also cut out (from our itinerary)

				Is Capri, where we’d promised—but so what?

				Another day. If we are characters

				As now and then strikes us, in some superplot

				Of Ephraim’s, isn’t our prerogative

				To run away with its author? A disappointment

				He takes smoothly, though the Prinsengracht

				Shudders once, our images are racked

				By a long ripple in the surface, depths

				Revealed of unreflecting…

				But the plane’s leaving and we haven’t packed.

			

			
				A mapmaker (attendant since Jaipur)

				Says that from San Francisco our path traces

				The Arabic for GREAT WONDER

				—Small wonder we feel ready to expire.

			

			
				Riddled by roads, ruled by the peregrine,

				England, these last days, dozes in a Spring

				Habit of blade and bud,

				Old lives made new, wheat green or oakshade green.

			

			
				Not ours though. At the mere notion of Kew—

				Ten thousand baby-carriages each maybe

				Wheeling You Know Who—

				NOTHING is exactly what we do.

			

			
				Life like the periodical not yet

				Defunct kept hitting the stands. We seldom failed

				To leaf through each new issue—war, election,

				Starlet; write, scratch out; eat steak au poivre,

				Chat with Ephraim. Above Water Street

				Things were advancing in our high retreat.

				We patched where snow and rain had come to call,

				Renewed the flame upon the mildewed wall.

				Unpacked and set in place a bodhisattva

				Green with age—its smile, to which clung crumbs

				Of gold leaf, like traces of a meal,

				Proof against the Eisenhower grin

				Elsewhere so disarming. Tediums

				Ignited into quarrels, each “a scene

				From real life,” we concluded as we vowed

				Not to repeat it. People still unmet

				Had bought the Baptist church for reconversion.

				A slight, silverhaired man in a sarong,

				Noticing us from his tower window, bowed.

				Down at the point, the little beach we’d missed

				Crawled with infantry, and wavelets hissed.

				Wet sand, as pages turned, covered a skull

				Complete with teeth and helmet. Beautiful—

				Or were they?—ash-black poppies filled the lens.

				Delinquency was rising. Maisie made

				Eyes at shadows—time we had her spayed.

				Now from California DJ’s parents

				Descended. The nut-brown old maniac

				Strode about town haranguing citizens

				While Mary, puckered pale by slack

				Tucks the years had taken, reminisced,

				Thread snapping at the least attention paid.

				They left no wiser our mysterious East.

				David and I lived on, limbs thickening

				For better and worse in one another’s shade.

			

			
				Remembered, is that summer we came back

				Really so unlike the present one?

				The friends who stagger clowning through U.S.

				Customs in a dozen snapshots old

				Enough to vote, so different from us

				Here, now? Oh god, these days…

				Thermometer at 90, July haze

				Heavy with infamy from Washington.

				Impeachment ripens round the furrowed stone

				Face of a story-teller who has given

				Fiction a bad name (I at least thank heaven

				For my executive privilege vis-à-vis

				Transcripts of certain private hours with E).

				The whole house needs repairs. Neither can bring

				Himself to say so. Hardly lingering,

				We’ve reached the point, where the tired Sound just washes

				Up to, then avoids our feet. One wishes—

				I mean we’ve got this ton of magazines

				Which someone might persuade the girl who cleans

				To throw out. Sunset. On the tower a gull

				Opens and shuts its beak. Ephemeral

				Orange lilies grow beneath like wild.

				Our self-effacing neighbor long since willed

				His dust to them, the church is up for sale.

				This evening’s dinner: fried soup, jellied sole.

				Three more weeks, and the stiff upper lip

				Of luggage shuts on us. We’ll overlap

				By winter, somewhere. Meanwhile, no escape

				From Greece for me, then Venice…D must cope

				With the old people, who are fading fast…

				But that’s life too. A death’s-head to be faced.

			

			
				No, no! Set in our ways

				As in a garden’s, glittered

				A whole small globe—our life, our life, our life:

				Rinsed with mercury

				Throughout to this bespattered

				Fruit of reflection, rife

			

			
				With Art Nouveau distortion

				(Each other, clouds and trees).

				What made a mirror flout its flat convention?

				Surfacing as a solid

				Among our crudities,

				To toss them like a salad?

			

			
				And what was the sensation

				When stars alone like bees

				Crawled numbly over it?

				And why did all the birds eye it with caution?

				It did no harm, just brightly

				Kept up appearances.

			

			
				Not always. On occasion

				Fatigue or disbelief

				Mottled the silver lining.

				Then, as it were, our life saw through that craze

				Of its own creation

				Into another life.

			

			
				Lit by a single candle after dining

				TRY THINKING OF THE BEDROOM WALLPAPER

				And without having to close my eyes come

				Gray-blue irises, wine intervals.

				A window gasping back of me. The oil-lamp

				Twirling white knobs of an unvarnished bureau.

				It’s sunset next. It’s no place that I’ve been.

				Outside, the veldt stops at a red ravine,

				The bad pain in my chest grown bearable.

				WHO ARE U A name comes: I’m Rufus…Farmer?

				FARMETTON DEC 1925

				December? YES DECEMBER AND Deceased!

				How much of this is my imagination

				Sweating to graduate from private school?

				I’m in bed. Younger than myself. I can’t…

				GO ON I hear them in the vestibule.

				WHO Peter? YES & Hedwig? PETERS AUNT

				And Peter is my…YR GREAT HAPPINESS

				So, bit by bit, the puzzle’s put together

				Or else it’s disassembled, bit by bit.

				Hot pebbles. Noon is striking. U HAVE STUMBLED

				Upon an entry in a childish hand.

				The whole book quivers. Strikes me like a curse:

				These clues, so lightly scattered in reverse

				Order, aren’t they plain from where I stand?

				The journal lies on Peter’s desk. HE NOW

				NO LONGER LOCKS HIS ROOM not since my illness,

				Heart-room where misgivings gnaw, I know.

				Eyes in the mirror—so I’ve woken—stare,

				Blue, stricken, through a shock of reddish hair

				—Can we stop now please? U DID WELL JM

				DEATHS ARE TRAUMATIC FEW REMEMBER THEM

			

			
				Maya in the city has a dream:

				People in evening dress move through a blaze

				Of chandeliers, white orchids, silver trays

				Dense with bubbling glassfuls. Suavities

				Of early talking pictures, although no

				Word is spoken. One she seems to know

				Has joined her, radiant with his wish to please.

				She is a girl again, his fire-clear eyes

				Turning her beautiful, limber, wise,

				Except that she alone wears mourning weeds

				That weigh unbearably until he leads

				Her to a spring, or source, oh wonder! in

				Whose shining depths her gown turns white, her jet

				To diamonds, and black veil to bridal snow.

				Her features are unchanged, yet her pale skin

				Is black, with glowing nostrils—a not yet

				Printed self…Then it is time to go.

				Long trials, his eyes convey, must intervene

				Before they meet again. A first, last kiss

				And fadeout. Dream? She wakes from it in bliss.

			

			
				So what does that turn out to mean?

				Well, Maya has lately moved to the top floor

				Of a brownstone whence, a hundred and six years

				Ago, a lady more or less her age

				Passed respectably to the First Stage.

				Now (explains Ephraim) in a case like this

				At least a century goes by before

				One night comes when the soul, revisiting

				Its deathplace here below, locates and enters

				On the spot a sleeping form its own

				Age and sex (easier said than done

				In rural or depopulated areas:

				E treats us here to the hilarious

				Upshot of a Sioux brave’s having chosen

				By mistake a hibernating bear).

				Masked in that sleeping person, then, the soul

				For a few outwardly uneventful hours—

				Position shifting, pillowcrease, a night

				Of faint sounds, gleams, moonset, mosquito bite—

				Severs what LAST THREADS bind it to the world.

				Meanwhile (here comes the interesting bit)

				The sleeper’s soul, dislodged, replaces it

				In Heaven. Ephraim now, remembering

				Her from that distant weekend, pulls a string

				THIS TIME AT LEAST NO GRIZZLY ON RAMPAGE

				Transferring Maya’s dream to his own Stage.

				And who was her admirer? CANT U GUESS

				But is that how you generally dress,

				You dead, in 1930’s evening clothes?

				WE ARE CORRECT IN STYLES THE DREAMER KNOWS

			

			
				This dream, he blandly adds, is a low-budget

				Remake—imagine—of the Paradiso.

				Not otherwise its poet toured the spheres

				While Someone very highly placed up there,

				Donning his bonnet, in and out through that

				Now famous nose haled the cool Tuscan night.

				The resulting masterpiece takes years to write;

				More, since the dogma of its day

				Calls for a Purgatory, for a Hell,

				Both of which Dante thereupon, from footage

				Too dim or private to expose, invents.

				His Heaven, though, as one cannot but sense,

				Tercet by tercet, is pure Show and Tell.

			

			
				(Film buffs may recall the closing scene

				Of Maya’s “Ritual in Transfigured Time.”

				The young white actress gowned and veiled in black

				Walks out into a calm, shining sea.

				It covers her. Then downward on the screen,

				Feetfirst in phosphorescent negative

				Glides her stilled person: a black bride.

				Worth mentioning as well may be that “white

				Darkness”—her own phrase—which Maya felt

				Steal up through her leg from the dirt floor

				During the ceremony in whose course

				Erzulie would ride her like a horse.)

			

			
				How were they to be kept down on the farm,

				Those bumpkin seers, now that they had seen

				Paris—the Piraeus—Paradise?

				Had gleaned from nightclub ultraviolet

				The glint of teeth, jeans flexing white as fire,

				A cleavage’s firm shade haltered in pearl…

				Where were we? On unsteady ground. Earth, Heaven;

				Reality, Projection—half-stoned couples

				Doing the Chicken-and-the-Egg till dawn.

				Which came first? And would two never come

				Together, sleep then in each other’s arms

				Above the stables rich with dung and hay?

				Our senses hurt. So much was still undone.

				So many questions would remain unuttered.

				Often on either pillow tossed a head

				In heat for this or that conceptual

				Milkmaid hired to elevate the chore,

				Infect the groom, and drive the old gray mare

				Straight off her rocker. Often, having seen

				A film of Maya’s, read a page of Dante,

				Nothing was for it but to rise and shine

				Not in the fields, god knew, or in blue air

				But through the spectacles put on to focus

				That one surface to be truly scratched—

				A new day’s quota of shortsighted prose.

			

			
				Notes for the ill-starred novel. Ephraim’s name

				Is Eros—household slave of Ptolemy,

				Alexandria’s great astronomer.

				We glimpse him, young head on his master’s knee,

				Young eyes full of sparkling patterns, ears

				Of propositions not just from the spheres.

				He lets us understand that heaven went

				A step beyond its own enlightenment

				And taught the slave of intellect to feel.

				More than a slave then, as my several “real”

				Characters would learn, caught one by one

				In his implacable panopticon.

				Old Matt and Lucy Prentiss? This inane

				Philemon and Baucis entertain

				A guest untwigged by either as divine

				Till after he has turned them to scrub pine

				—Figuratively of course. Sergei, their queer

				Neighbor uphill, whom every seventh year

				Some new unseemly passion overthrows,

				Adds him to a list of Tadzios.

				Next, swagger in his tone, Eros the Stud

				Rejuvenates Joanna’s tired blood,

				And in the bargain keeps her hooks

				Off Old Matt’s bank account and Leo’s looks.

				To Leo and Ellen, who presumably

				Love only one another, let me see…

				Let Leo rather, on the evening

				He lets himself be hypnotized, see Eros.

				Head fallen back, lips parted, and tongue flexed

				Glistening between small perfect teeth;

				Hands excitedly, while the others watch,

				Roving the to them invisible

				Shoulders, belly, crotch; a gasp, a moan—

				Ellen takes Lucy’s arm and leaves the room.

				She is too young to cope, a platinum-

				Haired innocent, who helps her grandmother.

				Well before this scene we shall have had

				Pages about her solitude, her qualms.

				Back comes a different Leo from Vietnam,

				“Rehabilitated.” Clear gray eyes

				Set in that face emotion has long ceased

				To animate (except as heat waves do

				A quarry of brown marble) give no clue.

				If only a psychiatrist, a priest—

				For she can neither reach nor exorcise

				This Leo. Now he wants their baby born

				As Eros’s new representative.

				What is it when the person that you live

				With, live for, no longer—? She is torn

				Between distaste and fright. Leo, or someone,

				Has made a theatre of their bedroom—footlights,

				Music, mirror, glistening jellies, nightly

				Performances whose choreography

				Eros dictates and, the next day, applauds.

				Half of Ellen watches from the wings

				Her spangled, spotlit twin before those packed

				Houses of the dead, where love is act

				Not sacrament; and struggles to dismiss

				As figment of their common fancy this

				Tyrannical ubiquitous voyeur

				Only to feel within her the child stir.

			

			
				And Leo feels? Why, just that Eros knows.

				Goes wherever they go. Watches. Cares.

				Lighthearted, light at heart. A candle

				Haloing itself, the bedroom mirror’s

				Wreath of scratches fiery-fine as hairs

				(Joanna closes Middlemarch downstairs)

				Making sense for once of long attrition.

				Can feel his crippling debt to—to the world—

				Hearth where the nightlong village of desire

				Shrieks and drowns in automatic fire—

				Can feel this debt repaid in currency

				Plentiful and precious as the free

				Heart-high chamiso’s windswept gold that frost

				Hurts into blossom at no further cost.

			

			
				To touch on these unspeakables you want

				The spry nuances of a Bach courante

				Or brook that running slips into a shawl

				Of crystal noise—at last, the waterfall.

				(It’s deep in Indian land. Some earlier chapter

				Can have Sergei drawing a map for Leo.)

				Stepping through it drenched, he finds himself

				On the far side of reflection, a deep shelf

				Hidden from the nakedest of eyes.

				Asked where he is, Eros must improvise

				HE IS WITH ME The others panic—dead?

				In fact (let this be where the orgies led)

				Leo in tears is kneeling by the bones

				He somehow knew would be there. Human ones.

				A seance can have been devoted to

				That young Pueblo, dead these hundred years,

				Whose spirit SEEKS REPOSE (One of the others

				Has killed him in a previous life? Yes.)

				Whose features Leo now hallucinates:

				Smooth skin, mouth gentle, eyes expressionless—

				The “spy” his outfit caught, one bamboo-slender

				Child ringed round by twenty weary men—

				Expressionless even when Leo—even when—

			

			
				Sleep overtakes him clasping what he loathes

				And loves, the dead self dressed in his own clothes.

			

			
				O’s of mildest light glance through the years.

				Athens. This breathless August night.

				Moonglow starts from scratches as my oval

				Cheval-glass tilting earthward by itself

				—The rider nodding and the reins gone slack—

				Converges with lamplight ten winters back.

				Strato squats within the brilliant zero,

				Craning at his bare shoulder where a spot

				Burns “like fire” invisible to me.

				Thinking what? he studies his fair skin

				So smooth, so hairless. O MY DEAR HES IN

				HIS 1ST MANS LIFE WHAT WD U HAVE HIM DO

				His first man’s…was he something else before?

				The cup shrugs eloquently. How we bore

				You, Ephraim! NO BUT THE UNSEASONED SOUL

				LIKE QUICKLY BURNING TIMBER WARMS A BED

				TOO SOON OF ASHES YOU & D ARE COAL

				Pedigree that dampens us. We’ve wanted

				Consuming passions; these refine instead.

				Lifted through each level I call mine,

				Deposits rich in elemental C

				Yield such regret and wit as MERRILY

				GLOW ON when limbs licked blazing past recall

				Are banked where interest is minimal.

			

			
				I recall virtues—Strato’s qualities

				All are virtues back in ’64.

				Humor that breaks into an easy lope

				Of evasion my two poor legs cannot hope

				To keep up with. Devotion absolute

				Moments on end, till some besetting itch

				Galvanizes him, or a stray bitch.

				(However seldom in my line to feel,

				I most love those for whom the world is real.)

				Shine of light green eyes, enthusiasm

				Panting and warm across the kindly chasm.

				Also, when I claim a right not written

				Into our bond, that bristling snap of fear

				Recalling which I now—and don’t forget

				How often, Ephraim, one has played your pet—

				Take back my question. What he was is clear.

			

			
				Woken, much later, by a lullaby:

				Devil-baby altos, gibbous moans

				Unseeing into whose black midst I flung

				Cold water, pulled the shutters to,

				Then lay in stillness under the dense ceiling

				Seeking, in stillness the odd raindrop kissed,

				Contours of what unmasterable throes

				Had driven to this pitch their vocalist.

			

			
				Greece was too much for Maisie. She’d grown old

				Flights above the street. Now, worse than vile

				Food, vile customs, than finding her place in my bed—

				In her bed—taken, came these myriad

				Voices repellently familiar

				Undulating over clammy tile

				Toward the half mad old virgin Henry James

				Might have made of her, and this James had.

			

			
				The side of me that deeply took her side

				Was now a wall. Turning her face to it

				She read the blankness there, and died—

				Gone with the carrier pigeon’s homing sense,

				The stilted gallantry of the whooping crane:

				Endangered insights that at best would crown

				Another hopeless reading of Lorenz.

				Where but from such natures had ours come?

			

			
				TOO MANY CHATTY STUDENTS TOO FEW DUMB

				TEACHERS he’d say in ’70, & THE SCHOOLS

				ARE CLOSING SO TO SPEAK LACKING THE WOLF

				THE PIG THE HORSE WE MORE & MORE MAKE DO

				WITH LESS EVOLVED MATERIAL You mean…?

				I MEAN ALL MEAN CLOSEQUARTERED THINGS WHO SELF

				DESTRUCT YET SPARE A NUCLEUS TO BREED BACK

				ONE CAN BUT HOPE A SHARPERSIGHTED PACK

			

			
				Instinctive pupils glowered in the tomb.

				THE CAT LOOK IS A LOCK WHERE CONSCIOUSNESS

				RISES each nine lives an inch? Alone

				Among our friends, kneeling downstream from Whom

				She lived for, had been Maya. Silver inks

				Flowing, the stone watcher saw through stone.

				But we, with Maisie gone, and Maya gone,

				Were that much less equipped to face the Sphinx.

			

			
				And slept again. The La Fontaine, its shadow

				Rippling the sunny, sandy bottom,

				Steers
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