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Springing (Benjamin Moore)

Driving to Manhattan in this plague season

East on the Belt Parkway then north on the Van Wyck

flying unencumbered, the highways lined by trees that raise their
arms into the spring sky

frothy green against the late afternoon clouds, a sweet exuberance
nothing like the excesses of June

where inhibitions are shed like clothes at the beach

ribald green dripping from every limb

no

these modest whirls in sage and puce and pea,

Chameleon, Pale Vista, New Retro, and Veranda View

Stolen Moments and Reflection

are dancing

normally

when March rounds into April

| think we have survived

I can smell the earth in the air

| see the way the light has changed

it has more color

more than the pale cast of February

shifting from Halifax Cream to Lemon Grass

and the sky widens from Whirlpool to White Satin to Paradise View

This day
in this light
there is no joyous springing

I merge onto 495 and the somber city rises,

dark slabs in Taos Taupe, Durango, Eagle Rock and Windy City,
fronted by the stone markers of Calvary Cemetery.

Those colors cannot be named.

They stand, harbingers and echoes,
Each to each
This to that.

Leaving my parent’s building that evening

300 15t Avenue

the black branches extend across

the expanse of descending twilight. The colors of
my going.

Hale Navy goodbye, North Sea farewell

into the Blue Danube.



Sundays with my parents

Everybody is faceless

these days.

| am practicing

smizing

Exaggerating my eye crinkles so that
I might beam joy

into the hearts of passersby,
as if they would return home
and erroneously remember
my beatific expression
unadorned.

Fake it til you make it

| tell my daughter.

Right now | can count sicknesses on

two hands and maybe

afoot.

Deaths are secondary knowledge,

the husband of my grad school teacher,

a jazz patriarch my brother played with one time.

My dad had the virus but

he tested negative | typed in an email. It was bacterial
pneumonia by the time he went to the hospital.

And today we walk, slowly,

My dad’s quick steps so small that

I stroll languidly beside him,

each tiny pace accumulates ground
and we make it

we are making it
around
the Stuyvesant Town oval.

| am smizing

and numbering my father’s spine
through his t-shirt.

| am counting

They count on me

We are counting days,

deaths, weeks, moments,

robins, squirrels, figures in the grass,
the girl who pedals two times by herself
as her little sister yells Nadia! She totters and
begins

to move.



You are 9

When you came into this world

it wasn'’t as if you weren’t already being:
you had been silently accumulating flesh
cell by cell,

heart beating all the while,

taking oxygen from me to you.

When you came into this world
you were already perfect

but in miniature.

Every piece of you was already
the person you will be.

So of course | said,

I love you.

Those were the only words that made any sense

at that time,

at the end of

32 hours of labor

where | thought my body was
splitting in two.

When you came into this world
you left me,

I did split in two

and was no longer a vessel

no longer your chariot, bearing you
toward brighter and better

things.

When you came into this world
you became you.
| gave you a hame,

| gave you milk,
| gave you arms to hold you
but if | am honest

These are the things that mothers must do
so that they can watch

their children

become

suns.



Take the Local

My parents are slowly dying

in front of my eyes

shedding flesh and history, words,
memories.

| don’t recall boarding this train but
I think we'd all like to get off.

Each minute, second, day we lose
life

like bits of track

behind the chugging locomotive
moving inexorably toward

an unseen horizon.

This is a journey we don’t want to end
but the going is a slow pan
through a monotone landscape

each stop less exciting than the previous:

the doctor, the dentist
the rheumatologist and neurologist

the pulmonologist and periodontist
propping their bodies up

healing them as

they

simultaneously

diminish.

A photograph:
they are floating
side by side in
Dyer Pond

in summer 2009.

Two angels,

arms outstretched
eyes shut to the sun
my mom'’s suit red
against the blue water
my dad’s legs two
distorted ripples

Dark green trees

in soft focus

ring the far shore.

We used to swim across sometimes
each stroke strong

and measured

Frog-kicking

and a breath
frog-kicking and
a breath

until we reached
the other side.

It may be with this photograph
that | boarded this train

a 6 by 7 centimeter frame

on a contact sheet

that stopped me in

my tracks

But there is no

stopping.

There is only the going
now.

In another photo they wade
into the water, away, away



away Night Cake
away
In the wee small hours
my father eats slices of cake
away 3 last night, my mother tells me,
the nocturnal dessert toll
a new refrain in our daily calls.

Does he turn on the kitchen light? Or eat

by the faint glow of the refrigerator,

door propped open, like | do sometimes
when a fit of hunger strikes me and | cannot
go back to sleep.

In the wee small hours of the morning
my father searches for his cane,

a quest that takes him from the bed,
down the hall, to the front door,
which he unlocks and exits

Arriving, unbidden, unwelcome,

in a neighbor’s apartment. He

traveled all that way without his cane

in his long night shirt, perhaps his leather slippers,
the ones that slide and can cause a fall.

In the wee small hours of the morning

While the whole wide world is fast asleep

my mother lies awake, listening

to the strange grunts of my father’s rest, for the
possible rustle and shuffle of another escape.

Will he and she and we

survive this season of wanderings

and lockdowns, of cancelled holidays

and endless doctor’s visits? At least,

my mother assures me, he now weighs 140 pounds.



haircut

gentling a comb along my father’s
pink scalp, gathering fingerfuls of his
gray white hair, | begin to cut

we've removed his hearing aid
and his eyes are shut
so what world exists for him now?

just the careful motion of

my hands (I’'m trying so hard)

the clip of my scissors (I'm being so careful)

the slight scratch of the comb (that must feel good)

and soon he is asleep

his head tilting toward his sweater
and he naps his way through

his haircut

the whole universe, stilled

we are suspended here
in the quiet apartment
my mother is out
moving in real time
while we hover.

when | think | am done

I have to crouch on the floor

to see my work. have | flattered

my father’s face, framed his blue eyes,

tamed the cowlicks that spiral above his left ear?

well enough that this time, like most of the others,
my father asks if he can give me something,

he is so pleased. and this time, like all the others,

| tell him no, he paid for Princeton.

my father paid for Princeton

he gave me money for my rent
and understood my artist’s life
dreamed my dreams with me
and loved me through
girlfriends

and boyfriends

short haircuts and unshaved legs
hiking the Rockies and surfing
always surfing now

drunk danced with me at my wedding
and held my newborn daughter
with unheralded delight

my father, | will cut your hair

| will give you something

this careful touch, this gentle reminder
you are still here, with me

in the waning afternoon light.



Saint Joan

| do not write about my mother
because she is not the center of this story

Erased around her edges first

by the predations of rheumatoid arthritis
which felled her while walking in the Presidio
while | was home in New York,

pregnant, oblivious, self-

centered

Or maybe the erasure began earlier
with her motherhood,

when you cede self to other

your flesh to make flesh

your sleep for theirs

half your sandwich yielded daily

to small

outstretched

hands.

Is any mother the center of her

own story? Except the terrible Joan Crawford,
Mommie Dearest,

who desired to still be seen

and heard

and whose rage at anything else

ran white hot.

One New Year my daughter
burned the words

Mommy Dearest,

scrawled in her 8 year old hand on
a slip of paper to be sacrificed

in the neighbor’s fire pit,
something
to leave behind

in the death of the past year.

Flames bit the edges of the paper
eating it into ash

devouring my resistance

with assumptions

of silent accommodations.

| went home

alone

to stew and weep

My mother is home,

never alone, my father

her shadow

himself a shadow of another man
a shade

existing between this life

and the next

shedding memories

and language, like garments left
behind on the riverbank

when he got right with God

the second time.

So this erasure of her husband
becomes her erasure

he is lost from the inside out
and she from the outside in
the boundaries of their living
tightening

cords



My mother, beset by
the voices of obligation
and duty,

yields

mounts the pyre

Saint Joan sacrificed
for believing she could.




Slow Days

Slow days

filled with small resentments

piling up like dishes in the sink

no, actually there are dishes left in the sink
that | resent

and then do

today is Tuesday

it could be any day

without the markings of schedule or
obligation | have no way

of knowing

everyone is in their rooms
balkanized, blockaded, while
the sun swings around the back
and begins to light the walls
with its glow

The sky is blue

the trees are pale sticks

waving fruitlessly in the northwest wind
we should take a walk, | say

and then we drift away again

Come

come

come with me

to the beach, where no time
makes sense

Where time is measured
in an epoch of sand

the raising of the moon
and the sinking of the tide
the eon of a sandbar

along which surfers paddle
stand, and ride alongside us
parallel to shore

only to dismount and return back
to stare at the horizon.



Pfizer

| am vaccinated and

a ship is stuck in the Suez Canal,
turned sideways, pushed off course by
a sandstorm, each steel container
piled high atop its quarter mile deck,
acting in concert

as a sail.

The Ever Given

what a name for a ship.

Filled with poetry and implication,
the hope of clicking buy now,

a raucous warbling in the heart

a guilty joy

ecstasies of commerce

the immediacy
in a year of delayed expectations.

You cannot buy a bicycle

for a soon to be ten year old,
such is pandemic demand, so
it seems urgent that the

Ever Given

be freed from the sand banks
of the Suez.

Built first by corvée and courbash

and then by machine,

the canal’s 1865 opening was delayed four years
by an outbreak of cholera,

the death of thousands

slowing the dig of sea passage across dry land,
created to speed the travel of goods

from one side of the earth
to the other.

It may take a spring tide

or the United States

or God

to free the ship and the

237 behind it, so that bicycles
and oil and PPE

and every wish of a click

can reach the heart

that desires it.

For 5 days and 5 nights
Modernity awaits its exodus
from Egypt,

the raising of the Red Sea,
while unmasked

we pass the Seder plate,
bitter herbs and maror,

salt water the tears we shed
while waiting

in the desert.



Springing Il

The photographer

orchestrates a family in front of the fountain

in Stuyvesant Town.

Mother, father, grandmother, 3 boys, and a little girl
moved into varying combinations

a stunning convening from

the initial chaos:

one boy half in the fountain, the other away on a scooter
the third pouting, the nanny promising candy and then
the lithe photographer, his pale jeans cropped on

doe’s legs,

blush tote by his side

works

miracles

| watch from our bench, my father dozing at
my side, my hand

on his hand

| realize we don’t touch that much

| realize | am staring

at the family in front
of the fountain

The spring sun gleams on their faces
the women'’s hair blows in the breeze
shadows dapple their shoulders

and even the father’s

grotesque

beige golf shirt

seems something out of Botticelli

I'm crying behind my sunglasses
and above my mask. It's awkward and
embarrassing and | can’t stop.

When we walked there in tiny steps,

my father focused on the arduous task of

just moving forward,

he said

I’'m sorry to ask so many questions but how do | know you?
So | want to be

the family

in front

of the fountain.

Their whole future billowing ahead
along cobblestone walkways, lined with
lawns of drunken green and

riotous flowerbeds

held out to receive them

as they coast along on an invisible

half shell

lapping us

as we all head home,
so totally unaware
of these gifts,

the gentle breeze,

the awaiting arms

the cherry blossom petals that catch the afternoon light
and fall alongside them

risen as they are
from the Aegean blue
of the

Stuyvesant Town
fountain



Anniversary

On June 6, 1969
my parents were married
in the living room

of my grandparents’ two-bedroom apartment

in Forest Hills, Queens.

The Rabbi’s hearing aids would not stay put

creating phantom chatter
and he shouted for quiet
mid-ceremony

In 1968 my father took my mother to see

Hair, a third date to Broadway,
counterculture on stage: drugs
and sex, race, and war, and

in their scandalous nakedness
the chorus sang freedom,
happiness

In 1944 the Allied forces

landed on the beaches of Normandy
a day late, due to rain.

June 6, fair weather,

a good day

for 156,000 troops to liberate
France.

Each wedding anniversary
then, a simultaneous
observation

of freedom,

happiness, the sacrifice

of two thousand

Claudes

In 2021, on June 6,

52 years into

for better or

for worse

my mother wonders
where is the something
where is the someone

Crawling on her belly
through dementia days
Janet, Janet, Janet

my father’s chorus
singsong, innocent

a relentless intonation
Janet, Janet

Naked on the toilet

his unhealed wound
from his last fall
weeping

and the soldiers muster

on the gunnels of Higgins boats
they will spill down the ramp

and swim for their lives

where do they go
Janet, Janet

whispers the wind over the waves

freedom, happiness

phantom voices off the street

and the bullets fly

he bought her nothing,
he remembers nothing,

from children, flowers in a vase

a phone call



celebrating nothing,

nothing

Janet, Janet, Janet




August

And here we are,
maskless

against the breeze

faces shorn like sheep
raw, tender, pink fleshed

the disjunction

between figures sunning themselves
drinking wine

grandfathers throwing frisbees
eager dogs trotting, sniffing

and the news

from Provincetown

and Austin

the runaway Texas Senate
DeSantis, Allen, antimaskers
antivaxxers

California fires
Haitian earthquakes
Afghanistan collapse

And here we are.

Dad is in a wheelchair now
Mom, bereft of sleep,

her face grayed,

her mouth dry, lips stuck
to teeth, tries to perk up
for me.

| think she wants to die
| know she wishes to not wake up
to escape this daily prison

of shit
| mean, literally, shit
my Dad's shit

he sticks his finger up his ass, she keeps telling me
of course he finds shit up there

Above us, the trees

filter out the sun

dappling my father's shoulders
gold and blue

he's already asleep

nodding forward, the seatbelt
locked

against his lurching frame

And here we are,
together, Mom

and me

on the coolest day of
August, together
here.



A Good Year

We fumble through Hebrew prayers
while the candles are lit

challah sliced thickly

and my father dovens in his chair

The one with arms

that does not match the dining set,
bought on Amazon

so he would not fall sideways
again.

My father is bowed in half,
asleep, not in prayer,

a quarter inch

between his head

and the hard gray table

We are bowed in half
as one year

becomes two

masks on then off
and then back on

I would doven

| would get on my knees
bow my head

until it kisses the floor

the way my father's touches the table

Anything to end
this slow march of grief.

I'm thinking back

to years before

we knew the word pandemic
to a family trip

where | found my father lost

in our hotel room

having forgotten he came in for
sun block

I'm thinking back

to years before that

when | thought his growing silence
meant we had nothing to say

I'm thinking back

to the man who

carried me up the hill

on North Vermont Street
bloodied from flying
over my handlebars

I'm thinking back

to the night my parents met
on Fire Island

stumbled down the boardwalk
and danced at the Casino

I'm thinking back

to a boy

raised Southern Baptist

in the fields and packing houses
raised by the bible and the belt

What is a life, to end this way?
I'm asking about my father's life
our lives

we just keep walking forward



and for what?

Baruch atah Adonai Blessed are you
Lord our God

I'm asking you
Hashem, for what.

Weeks ago, in the car,

my daughter asked me if we believe in God
and | flipped the question

asking, Do you?

Do you?

We are on our knees
hands beseeching
foreheads bleeding
and for what?

For the lies and fires
and floods

and earthquakes

the plague that humans
refuse to end

Shana tova




Wellfleet

In the emergency room it is always midnight,
the eternal beeping machines keeping a time
that never changes

the drip drip drip of IVs over

bodies draped in thin pilled blankets

each an anonymous pile of distress

theirs or

aloved one's

who hover chairless by the crenelated curtains

In the assisted living it is always 3PM
hours after lunch and

hours before dinner

the time of not yet and no more

of anticipation and remorse

of the gaping yawn of an empty afternoon
waiting

In the hospital days slide into days
as the aides and nurses and workers
stride quickly by the open door
somewhere else to go and be
someone else to save who

might be worth saving

might have more life than this
figure with sandpaper skin and
bedsores, telling me it is time to go

It is time to go, to run backwards
through our memories, to ferret out the
good times from the others

the yelling inside and out of restaurants
the steamy silences and withering words

the glass of scotch that was never your friend
but was your closest companion

Shall I spin us counterclockwise

unearthing birthday cards and anniversary wishes
letters | must have cached in a shoebox

even after email was invented, each written in

the same handwriting that devolved across your yearly diaries,
2015 beginning innocently enough with a reminder
our phone: 212-375-9232

pages peppered with appointments, addresses, and
expanding lists and instructions, densifying

print and strikethoughs, marking off the moments.
on August 19, 2019, you made a giant doody

in late December you were not allowed Scotch

and on Friday, January 3, 2020

you may have alcohol again

Then there were no more diaries or slips
of paper tucked into your wallet

and your nightstand

across which you inscribed

your memory in black ink

because your memory

had gone.

What time is it now? The hour before your death?
In which we make amends and

celebrate you?

In which we find the photograph of you sitting

legs uncrossed on a blue chair, next to the blue wall
of the Breuer house, holding a glass of amber scotch
echoed by the August sky.



Springing Ill

In the morning air,

buoyed

by the mid-March onshores,
the fecund push of the tide,
the smell of continuance
and cycle

while we stand

singular

in our losses

There are no good deaths
not my father's, who
ended his days

withered

pained and alone,

but for the hours

we played him hymns

on a cellphone laid

by his good ear

Bobby is gone now too,

| haven't introduced him yet,

but he would have introduced himself,
singing Hel-loooo

while making his hands dance.

And Marvin grieves Maurice,

two years and counting,

because who can make sense

of the non-sensical?

68 years ago in
East Atlantic Beach
my grandmother beat

the hurricane tide

back with a broom,

waters that swept from the
Atlantic and Reynold's Channel
into bungalows rented by
families from Forest Hills

You cannot beat the tide back,
it will come in

today and tomorrow

and all the yesterdays,
pungent with death,

of rotten seaweed

and mussels, gray

gaping and gasping in the air

You cannot beat the tide back

along Jamaica Bay shorelines

strewn with shattered concrete columns,
the ruins of a felled city

rattled over by the morning A train,
where ducklings paddle

the water's edge and

and geese return in a distant vee.

Did my father die

of Covid

or the broken hip

or the neglect at a nursing home
unfortunately named

Menorah,

because that is where

his candle began to

burn out



You cannot beat the tide back.
There are no good deaths.
Only deaths

and the grief that lives

in our bodies while

we

live

In Manhattan, if you walk
south on Essex Street,

just past Canal the sky
opens up

and the East River appears,
a steely stripe at the
street's end,

where it cradles the city

in the crook of

its arm

Restless waters, full and slapping
at the bulkheads,

concrete efforts to hold back
waters that cannot be held,

a cycle that is not ours

to own

but to yield

and ride

with tears in our eyes.




