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strange women approach me 

 

 

strange women approach me on the bus 

wanting to know my business 

they‟re subtle 

asking for directions 

asking for a cigarette 

don‟t they know you can‟t smoke on the bus? 

 

might be social workers 

might be ladies of the night 

might be a honey trap 

you never know 

when you‟re riding the bus 

 

that‟s why I just say no 

keep staring ahead in the distance 

watching the streets go by 

and the people dancing 

murals, coffee shops, hair braiding salons 

 

and days go by 

 

you see women on the bus 

you think you recognize 

exotic women in rain ponchos 

with the Chinese character for “the way” 

(in Japanese “michi”) 
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when you get a little closer 

it‟s some football logo 

you feel foolish for having asked 

“why are you wearing „michi‟ on your poncho?” 

They must think you‟re nuts 

 

that‟s why I just say no 

when I get the impulse 

to talk to strangers 

keep staring ahead in the distance 

watching the streets go by 
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the roofers at morn 

 

the roofers wake me up in the morning 

with their vulgar shouts 

banging their ladders against the house 

“hey!” “yo!” “watch it!” 

 

the leaves are brown and crisp 

squirrels scurry in the eaves 

the roofers raise high their ladders 

banging against the house 

 

the garbage trucks are moaning now 

the trash men crash the cans around 

with their vulgar shouts 

“hey!” “yo!” “goddammit!” 

 

the radio blaring full blast 

with the news I don‟t want to hear 

the car alarms begin their morning screeching 

“iki-iki-iki-iki wail wail wail!” 

 

sometimes it seems the whole damn world conspires 

to wake me up 

even my dear wife wakes me up 

“I‟m leaving now!” 

 

impossible to get back to sleep 

 

listen! 

I moved to this neighborhood for a little peace and quiet! 
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turn it down, blast it! 

 

so I grudgingly roll out of bed 

yank on my robe, look in the mirror 

must I shave today? 

no, blast it! 

 

the whole world – the roofers, the sirens, the radios, 

the trucks, the squirrels and the neighbors 

even my lovely wife wakes me up, gratuitously, 

to kiss me goodbye 
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there are maps 

 

down in the subway 

there are maps 

if you can read them 

you'll get where you are going 

 

of course, even if you can't read them 

you'll get where you are going 

anyway 

that's just how it goes 

 

I've been studying this phenomenon 

for some time now 

it's profound, yet simple: 

you always get where you are going 

 

to put it in other terms, 

as a wise man once said: 

"everything is the way it is 

because it got that way" 
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on the deck 

 

on the cantilevered deck 

over Port Susan Bay 

the Pacific sun slants 

and casts vertical stripes 

across the old wood slats 

 

as the sun ascends 

the shadowed stripes thicken 

striking increasingly acute angles 

with the parallel planks 

of the old pine deck 

 

in a cockeyed square 

the sun burnishes two old pennies 

they flash suddenly, gleaming copper 

juxtaposed like jeweled game pieces 

on some ancient runic chessboard 

 

on the fir tree before me 

an irregular rank of fat sparrows 

stand like pawns in a row for a moment 

then they explode in a flurry 

the Cascades loom 

 

the pennies fade 

to pale fired brown 

the sun's hot tongue licks up 

the last iridescent jewels of dew 

from the old wood deck 
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theology of the mountain deities 

 

 bad spirits descend 

war against us from the northeast 

so they say 

we humans need protection 

against ineffable malevolent beings 

 

in Kyoto of old the mountains 

blocked the path 

of demons; 

they shielded from attacks 

of the unnamable evil ones 

 

no temples on Mount Baker 

hoary father 

thou my glacial ancestor 

you thunder in silent thunders 

in the northeast 

 

over Port Susan Bay you, 

my volcanic kinsman 

are you my god? 

many gods in the Cascades? 

on which mountain shall I worship? 

 

on the upper air 

spiraling up to the nimbus 

eagles ascend 

circle in widening gyre 

crow flies straight, my totem 
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I see dead people 

 

living in Philly 

I see dead people 

it comes with the territory 

 

my sixth sense conjures ranks of dead Redcoats 

shooting up Germantown 

Satterlee‟s ghosts 

George Washington‟s voodoo slaves 

hunching in chains round the Liberty Bell 

 

I see the newly dead 

I see the walking dead 

the dearly departed 

fresh meat for Iraq 

the old soldiers fading away 

at the VA 

 

phantasms, wraiths, ghouls, specters 

the grinning hungry ghosts 

the pale white devils 

 

I see dead poets 

Whitman in Camden 

Poe cooking uptown 

Pound and Williams duking it out 

with the bronzed Ben Franklins frozen in time 

on the exquisite campus 
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I hear the shrieking demons 

buying and selling pieces of phantom 

nervous and edgy 

dueling over real estate, turf, 

plasticware, antiques, condoms, plates du jours, objets d‟art, 

the formerly owned 

 

O purgatorial franchises! 

 

bargaining, haggling, quibbling, wrangling 

setting the terms for their rivals before 

the other guy gets ahead 

haggling like dead soldiers over Christ‟s robe at the cross 

the elevated spectral Host 

let‟s make a deal, motherfucker 

 

whose streets these are I think I know 

the devils are being raptured up 

annihilated in the smart bombs 

the dirty explosions 

they‟re all going home to meet their maker 

 

leaving this stuff behind 

this previously owned stuff 

who OWNS this shit, anyway? 

 

look now! 

I see only sated grateful angels 

dancing in the streets 

and the dead are reclaiming their own 
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canôt get her outta my face 

 

her breathing rises and falls 

like cricket song 

in the deep night 

like the waves rolling in 

at Cape May 

 

you know the taste 

on your tongue for hours 

or days 

after lots of raw onions? 

 

it cloys 

it's like that 

 

can't get her outta my face 
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I wake up too early 

 

 

I wake up too early 

octagonal creatures bleeding again 

down in the black lagoon 

 

bad dreams and an earache 

on a sour stomach 

aspirin don't make it 

 

I blew up this bridge 

this bomb in my hand 

 

somebody else hold my anger -- 

I will not return this way again 

 

took it back once too often 

let somebody else turn the other cheek 

this week 
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fertility 

 

some say the world will end 

in a surfeit of Chinese 

 

now they're saying 

it might be Indians 

 

from what I've tasted of desire 

I think that I would prefer Chinese 

 

although if it had to perish twice 

Indians are also great 

and would suffice 
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beatniks 

 

the beatniks are coming to town 

you can see it in their eyes 

old souls, and wise 

sorrowful deep soulful eyes 

 

don‟t look much like beatniks though 

more like angels 

or Taoist immortals 

balding, with those straggly beards 

 

don‟t wear those berets anymore 

don‟t dress in black 

these aren‟t the young hipsters 

but the ancient survivors 

 

gentle, been through the wars 

flips, epiphanies and highs 

they‟re down 

on the ground 

 

but they swing 

oh yeah they swing 

like the old crows 

on the wing 
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anarchist holiday 

 

 

the anarchists must be out of town today 

nobody answered my knock 

at the headquarters door 

 

had to leave a message 

on the quicksilver messenger service 

 

they must all be up in Beantown 

or New York or maybe even the Bahamas 

 

I imagine even the anarchists 

need a vacation now and then 
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and this for what 

 

 

giving it away to you year after year 

your face in my eyebrows, your tongue in my ear 

my tongue in your mouth and my heart in your hands 

for those moments I thought that I knew how to dance 

 

a cripple in maximum security confinement 

you tossed me a heartthrob, I chose to refine it 

I gave you much more than you can ever repay 

and I sit in my back yard a cripple today 

 

the tall trees all shimmer, they slide and they rock 

precious baby, you think that you taught me to walk 

but I gave you more than you can ever repay 

I gave you my death and you kissed it away 

 

you kissed all my scabs and you salved all my fears 

I gave it away to you year after year 

you thought you'd bewitched me but I was the slyer 

you thought that you'd touched me, but I was a liar 

 

the dead trees all quaver, they shake and they rock 

and I'm an old man on a bench in the park 

and I am not bitter, and I'd do it again 

for you were my princess and I was insane 
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she sat in my lap 

 

she sat on my lap one time 

we were all sitting around 

having drinks after work 

and she plopped gracefully 

into my lap 

 

she did that to all the guys in the dorm 

apparently 

it was a spontaneous demonstration 

of affection 

 

I hugged my boss one time 

we were all sitting around 

having drinks after work 

 

she was beside me on the couch 

I put my arm around her and hugged her tight 

despite the fact that 

she was already married 

 

the assistant director, who was single, 

and who fancied herself by far the better-looking 

glared at me and asked, acidly 

 

"Are you drunk?" 

 

"I suppose I am" I replied thoughtfully 
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I don't think my gesture meant 

all that much 

it was a spontaneous demonstration 

of affection 

 

come to think of it 

I slept with the secretary once 

we were all sitting around 

having drinks after work 

 

afterward I went back to her place 

and we did it 

 

"made love" is probably too strong a phrase 

the whole thing took about 

an hour and a half 

and I didn't even stay the night 

 

later that week, after I hadn't called her 

she gave me a tape of "American Gigolo" 

and she meant it to sting 

 

I never thought of myself as a 

Don Juan 

it was just a spontaneous demonstration 

of affection 
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old hells I have known 

 

Walking down Baltimore Avenue West Philadelphia 

grey winter twilight, 

 

stone obelisk shrieks, catches my eye and jerks 

it to the cemetery. 

 

Brooding stone finger over whose dead bodies, 

those of original indigents, outcasts, and the 

immigrant veterans wounded in America's wars 

 

Are there bars on the windows? 

 

VA hospital squat and sphinxlike 

imagining pale overcrowded hazy rooms. 

 

Lighting a cigarette from machine in wall -- 

"kissing the wall" we called it. 

 

Are there leather restraints on your wrists and ankles and foreign 

barbarians playing needles on every groove in your brain over and over 

until they have satisfied their inquisitorial curiosity 

 

and you're not supposed to remember any of it 

not even the Japanese smirking lobotomist 

and his sadistic reveries 

 

Are there places in your mind which if unbandaged suddenly 

ooze, then bleed, even though they hadn't occurred to you in years? 
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Are there lovers who have torn you apart, whom you have devoured 

without knowing, beyond caring just because it hurts? 

 

Are there sisters of charity to pluck the lice 

from the suppurating grooves of your emotional brain? 

 

The torture is real. 

Are you too polite to mention it? 

 

Do you surmise that your personal season in hell was good for your fortitude, 

That you have gained something and grown in the experience? 

 

Was it not as bad as you had imagined? 

 

Listen to me it was real! 

 

Yes, they were trying to destroy you. 

Never mind who -- they'll elude you forever. 

 

They were trying to grind out your reason, turn you into some lackspittle dog 

to bark and whine at their whims, to parade on a leash. 

 

They are evil -- never mind why. 

You survived. 

 

You lost some years which will never return. In some sense you're a cripple. 

 

But you woke up this morning clothed in your right mind.  
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elegy for Miriam Hershberger 

 

scaffolds race up the walls like ivy 

squat Inca-nosed day workers spread pasty mortar 

like birthday-cake icing over square cinder blocks 

 

two gleaming Hummers flash past, 

devils under their hoods 

 

it‟s spring 

the yuppies venture out on their decks, arranging furniture 

 

magic sunshine glints on old green bottles in the magic gardens 

chaste brick lips portrude among the mosaics 

murals busting out all over town 

 

Cambodian girls chatter in Khmer 

far from ancestral paddies 

 

hysterical moms from Mexico to Tibet 

shepherd bewildered broods across the alien schoolyard 

 

Philly is the city that loves you back, except when it doesn‟t 

 

chaste maiden hips on the frontiers 

walking, walking -- Phnom Penh, Bangkok, Hanoi 

 

young rice shoots sprout in your footsteps, 

your laughing footsteps, 

o Mennonite daughter of the lunar New Year 
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clamoring scaffolds rise up to obscure 

paint-gleaming murals 

 

demons in the engines jeer 

infernal machines accelerate, crush the sparkling green bottles 

against the pavement 

heedless, insane 

 

apsara smiles in magic gardens 

ah that archaic smile! 

glittering glass fragments coalesce in 

crystal mosaics on the pavement 

 

Philly is the city that loves you back, 

except when it doesn‟t 
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bardo 

 

your face frozen in the window 

I bring food offerings 

to hieratic cats, their old souls 

behind ancient eyes 

 

your body entranced in the sacral bed 

anointed and unguentine 

once we were entwined 

under the pyramids, under the sphinx 

 

soul's boat rocking 

in dark gelatinous waters 

florid multiplex demons 

stand at attention 

 

this is not dying; yet it is 

this is not a journey; yet it is 

your face frozen in the waters 

under the pyramids, under the sphinx 
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stupa 

 

narcolepsy 

this drowsiness 

laid on thick by winter's 

monochromatic brush 

 

take the night train 

the catatonic express 

nod off 

with a head full of snow 

 

there are stupas 

at my doorstep 

shard upon shard 

stone upon stone 
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monsoon 

 

is this fecundity 

or something worse? 

 

a horrorshow 

or a ripening? 

 

this ominous outburst, 

this sadness in the clouds 

 

prolific, neuronal 

luxuriant, intertwining 

 

abrupt, yet not unexpected 

the dissolution after the dawn 
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elegy for Beth Showell 

 

the movers came in today 

told me to remove all my stuff 

somebody else needed the space 

 

I took down the paintings 

placed on the wall so carefully 

over the years 

 

slowly at first 

then angrily -- 

tossed them in a box 

 

been in this room so long 

it feels like a body 

 

times change, and the seasons 

bushes are getting green again 

though the pine tree out back has lost its hue 

 

strange how it goes with trees 

the day the old bishop died 

they chopped down his maple 

 

on the street the stones are piled 

in irregular heaps 

the stones that the builder refused 
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stones now beginning to shine 

gleaming like emeralds, ruby and topaz 

gems in the city walls, perfect in beauty 

 

you were in Eden once 

and every precious stone adorned you 

sapphire, onyx and jasper 

 

on the street the stones are piled 

in irregular heaps 

the stones that the builder refused 
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flip side 

 

my dead mother's photo 

the flip side -- 

a rusty discolored poem 

 

not an elegy 

not a lullaby 

 

not a grandiose prayer for the dead 

not a crackpot obituary 

 

not the sentimental maunderings 

of an old man who misses 

his momma 

 

this poem's jagged rhythm 

thumps in the watery 

uterine deeps 

 

in the terrifying gorges 

of the archaic goddess 

 

she howls -- 

 

this poem's the panicked squall 

of coming into this life 

 

and the terrifying prospect 

of leaving it 
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the dead donôt talk but the living sure do 

 

 

o the diplomats strolling in pairs among the tulips 

in peculiar suits, bad ties, and vintage trenchcoats 

speaking odd Slovenian dialects 

 

animated 

conspiratorial 

deep in their plots 

 

among the tulips in the Katherine Hepburn garden 

 

they're not looking for love 

they've found it already 

or maybe something better 

 

here's a chubby young lady in gold plastic boots 

punkish, heavy breasted, obscenely juicy 

black black hair, it's dyed 

bright cherry lips 

 

her pudgy unshaved legs looking naked, pale and sickly 

untanned, but it's still early in April 

 

she punches a number on her cellphone, then -- 

 

(loudly) "Sorry!" (pause) 

 

(cheerily) "Wrong number! (pause) 

 



 

34 
 

(sotto voce, to herself) "Damn!" 

 

she glances up at me to receive my penetrating imperial gaze and for a moment I want 

to rush over, embrace her awkward young heavy breasts 

 

give her my own phone number 

so she'll talk to me on her cellphone and never have to 

dial a wrong number again 

 

then of course her awkward boyfriend shows up 

he's short -- bad haircut 

an obvious loser 

 

but they walk off arm in arm among the tulips 

hand in hand 

animated 

conspiratorial 

 

they're not looking for love 

they've found it already 

or something better 

 

the guy on my left chattering to his cellphone 

animated 

conspiratorial 

 

"I've just learned to keep that dude at arm's length -- 

yeah! -- 

all he does is talk about himself -- 

yeah! -- 

he's pathetic! -- 
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yeah! -- 

 

8 o'clock in the morning and he's like 'I've been a heroin addict for 6 years!' -- 

yeah! --" 

 

the dead don't talk but the living sure do 

into their cellphones 

into the satellite waves 

into the cosmic Saturnian dust 

 

to their confessors, their co-conspirators 

to their handlers, their wannabe lovers 

 

the living talk a lot but they might as well not 

another hundred springs and they'll be dead too 

for all that jabbering leaving not a trace 

 

among the tulips in the Katherine Hepburn garden 
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taxi to the village 

 

I hail a taxi 

or rather, my competent little sister does 

it‟s 5:30 on a Friday evening in Columbus Circle 

“We‟ll never get a cab!” I fret 

 

“Watch this!” she says, in her black business suit 

steps off the curb, whistles,and immediately 

a bright yellow taxi glides to our service 

 

I‟m impressed. 

in my student days I walked miles through Manhattan 

or rode the subway 

never had the money for a taxi, never got the knack 

of hailing a cab 

 

the driver is a turbaned Sikh 

I struggle to remember my Punjabi 

 

“Vai Guru-ji ka Khalsa!” I shout at him stupidly 

he gives me an odd look in the rear-vew mirror 

 

“Relax,” says my little sister 

the competent one, the business woman 

 

I sit back and enjoy the ride down 

through Times Square 

to the Village 

 

my sister gloats 
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“Did you see that? Did you see how I hailed 

that cab?” 

it‟s her first visit to the city 

I‟m showing her around 

 

but times have changed, the city has changed, 

and I‟m an old man, with nothing to show for my years 

but a vague sense of direction 

and some fragments of exotic languages 

lodged in my brain 

 

she‟s the one with the expertise, the business sense 

the one who knows how to hail a cab 
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the firehouse square 

 

 

the firehouse square 

is a triangle 

 

 

fool 

 

 

lean back 

lean back 
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fireflies 

 

fireflies arise in the twilight 

from the long grass 

 

alighting on 

your naked thigh 

 

if this were Japan 

it would be a big fucking deal 

 

hotaru ka na 
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long night 

 

 

in the long grass 

the long night lengthens imperceptibly 

the whole autumnal bug chorus 

drones on 

 

some diva insect pipes up 

cheep cheep cheeping 

like she's doing einstein on the beach 

give me a break 

 

the whole autumnal bug chorus 

drones on 

 

suddenly a dog barks 

 

once 

as in warning 

 

then again more querulously 

 

I prick up my ears -- expecting gunshots maybe? 

 

but it's nothing 

the whole autumnal bug chorus 

drones on 

and the night lengthens 

imperceptibly 

 



 

41 
 

trying to sing 

 

 

the neighbors were making 

lots of ruckus 

last night 

 

but perhaps 

they were trying to sing 

 

bongos, ukeleles, clarinets, 

and this awful wailing 

 

but maybe 

they were just trying to sing 

 

thought it might have been cats 

but it was the vox humana 

 

about forty of them 

all prima donnas 

 

making a racket 

attempting to swing 

 

but heck 

 

maybe 

they were just trying to sing 

 

 



 

42 
 

the bends 

 

 

I got the bends this morning 

came up too fast 

from a deep sleep 

 

in my dreams my old professor 

was trying to dance 

with thirty Japanese girls 

 

vivacious, they kept changing costumes 

he just stood there 

stricken and pale 

 

in my dreams I was always late for class 

I kept taking the wrong elevators 

couldn't find the classroom 

 

I was frantic, unprepared 

and my students were surly 

 

in my dreams my dead mother 

was helping me pack my bags 

in my panic I couldn't find anything 

 

she closed my suitcase 

efficiently 

and kissed me goodbye 

 

 



 

43 
 

even my shrink 

doesn't want to hear my dreams anymore 

but I can't stop dreaming them 

 

I wake up with a start 

I come up too fast 

from the depths 

with bubbles in the blood vessels 

 

and the dreams just keep on coming 
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Pleasant Bear School of Slow Read 

 

 

Haven't you always wanted to glide like a lily, beautifully? 

 

Now sink back and enrapture yourself in a slow daze. 

Let Pleasant Bear School of Slow Read instruct you 

in diction with conviction, 

in an atmosphere of classical elegance guaranteed plus. 

 

Learn to read quite slowly and in a loud voice. 

At PBSSR skilled experts tutor you in 

the essentials of this achievement bound to make you 

comfortable in social situations 

from cocktail parties to Sunday School picnics. 

 

For particulars enquire within. 
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I sold my soul to a big-breasted girl 

 

I sold my soul to a big breasted girl 

she suckled me on gin and consolation 

and she traded my soul to the CIA 

at the Oyster Bar in Grand Central Station 

 

down on the futures market dead souls go 

for pennies or a dime for the dozen 

and the live souls trade for a dollar a day 

and the Brits trade their souls to the Cousins 

 

the devil runs a hedge fund on bundles of souls 

and he sells his take to the wizards 

the devil is a snake and his mother is a whore 

and the devil is a Texas horned lizard 

 

I sold my soul to a friendly looking girl 

but she turned me over in the morning 

she was sweet as clover honey in a honey trap 

but I was too damned blind to read the warning 

 

I was too damned blind and I was too strung out 

I was living on gin and self pity 

so I sold my soul to a sympathetic girl 

real nice, an intellectual, and pretty 

 

so virgins watch your backs and your fronts and your sides 

and don‟t let yer knickers down easy 

you don‟t trust yer mother and you don‟t trust yourself 

you don‟t trust the girls who look sleazy 
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look out kid cause there‟s somethin you did 

and the secret police are gonna find it 

and they‟ll blast your mind in a far away jail 

they will render your soul and unwind it 

 

but your soul will fly to a faraway place 

where you can‟t trust your friends or your mother 

there you can‟t trust yourself cause you don‟t exist 

so you must trust your sisters and your brothers 

 

your sisters won‟t screw you and your brothers won‟t too 

and that is how you will know them 

you can recognize the lies that are in the eyes 

of the handlers who just want you to owe them 

 

then hold on long in that faraway place 

where the torturers can no longer touch you 

they will try their damndest to bring you back 

but you will find they can no longer touch you 

 

in that faraway place where there is no time 

the sisters will soothe you in the twilight 

and they‟ll tend your wounds in the pale full moon 

while you disappear north through the skylight 

 

down on the futures market dead souls go 

for pennies or a dime for the dozen 

and the live souls trade for a dollar a day 

and the Brits trade their souls to the Cousins 
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les grandes terrasses 

 

how flat and majestic they squat on the boulevard! 

les grandes terrasses magnifiques de la rive gauche 

 

gap-toothed and prim like some grand old dame 

fresh from her botox injection 

waiting impatiently for the dentist 

 

the antique maison charmante and fey 

 

behind the dowdy yet magnificent edifice 

the soul of a stingy powdered old lady 

ashy, sour, and trite 

 

"bring me my latte 

and make that a grande 

and PLEASE -- make that with skim!" 
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rabbits among cornstalks 

 

extravagant! 

black eyed susans, tiger lilies, opulent vulvae 

ope to my quivering touch 

for I am king of the garden 

of fleshly delights 

 

in your dreams 

 

obstreperous strumpet, yo! 

all the satiny petals of 

His Majesty's garden flutter 

and tremulously unfold before me 

for my delectation 

 

you wish 

 

slattern! 

there shall come a moment 

when your oer-stretched desires 

mount up in quavering waves of longing, in short 

you will beg for it 

 

big talker 

 

you know you really want it 

you know you really want it 

you know you really want it 

 

bad 
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under the radar 

 

coming in under the radar 

monster spotlights sweep my brain 

the lasers, the lasers 

datamining my neurons, synapses 

sweet matrices of electro-chemical firing 

 

but I‟m under the radar 

transparent 

invisible 

to mordor‟s eye unseen 

my innocence defies the machine 

 

untracked by magnetic resonance 

I‟m under the radar 

no blips on the demon‟s screens 

deaf to the demon‟s screams I fly 

emitting my own random barbaric yawps 

 

my innocence defies robotic logic 

my brainwaves make no sense 

to the demons 

I‟m coming in under the radar 

stealthy, cunning, naive, and innocent 

 

my brainwaves make no sense 

to the demons 

even unencrypted, I‟m unintelligible 

the devil can‟t read me 

I‟m coming in under the radar 
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towers 

 

on the horizon the towers, always the towers 

jutting up abruptly from the murk 

sparkling, brilliant, facades festooned 

with precious unobtainable jewels 

shouldering each other high 

alluring, translucent 

 

on the frontier the towers, always the towers 

slouching up dismal from the murk 

faceless and omnipotent 

and the dogs, 

the dogs 

and your lasers in my head three years after 

throbbing, constantly, subcutaneous 

the penetrating sirens, always the sirens 

 

down in the pit the orcs dig incessantly 

their jaws working overtime 

one hole, the next, then another 

the deathless robots 

grind, churn, what misery in their mundane 

excrutiating pleasure 

concrete, insatiable 

 

see in this pit three giant screws 

metallic, unearthly, height of a man 

girth of a well-fed but anorexic woman 

 

gyring, squirming, twisting the infernal screws 
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among the gravel 

the tubercular dust of amnesia, cement, 

and asbestos 

 

along the gulag the towers, always the towers 

no surprises here 

prisons within prisons within monstrous prisons 

and the dogs 

the dogs 

the lasers 

omnipotent whining sirens penetrate 

synapses unseen 

pulse throbbing in time with electrodes 

in the fleshwounds orcs dig the pits 

jaws creak ceaselessly 

working unpaid over time 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

52 
 

she walked into my supermarket 

 

it was beautiful 

she walked into my supermarket 

over by the meat freezer 

 

I looked sidelong 

positive it was her 

 

we swam in the french ocean 

amidst the coral 

made love on the black sand 

under the volcano 

 

we were inseparable 

attached at the hip 

for months at a time 

 

she looked down 

selected a shrink-wrapped package 

of london broil 

 

"do you remember me?" 

I ventured, shyly 

"I don't think so" she said 

regarding me carefully 

and sashayed down the aisle 

 

in her wake 

a familiar fragrance 

wafted away 



 

53 
 

perspective 

 

it comes down to this 

bricks in a row 

parallel lines extending 

to the vanishing point 

 

a well-formed rectangle 

repeating 

square corners, grids, intersections 

 

stripes -- some thicker 

others thinner 

 

rows of square dots extending 

to infinity 

 

pile them up, up in space 

stack them how you will 

 

bricks in a row 

perfect parallel lines extending 

as far as the eye can see 
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triangles 

 

sometimes it appears 

that the whole damn universe  

is constructed 

out of isosceles triangles 

 

right angles, left angles 

hypotenuse 

equilateral, scalene, obtuse 

ninety degrees 

whoops! 

 

and vertical stripes 
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crazy women all shouting "woo" 

 

 

crazy women all shouting "woo" 

just make my day 

 

crazy women on bicycles all shouting "woo" 

just make my day 

 

crazy women naked on bicycles all shouting "woo" 

just make my day 

 

crazy women pounding their thighs all shouting "woo" 

just make my day 

 

crazy women pounding their thighs shaking tambourines all shouting "woo" 

just make my day 

 

crazy women pounding their thighs ringing those bells all shouting "woo" 

just make my day 

 

crazy old women all shouting "woo" 

just make my day 

 

crazy young women all shouting "woo" 

just make my day 

 

crazy women all shouting "woo" together 

just make my day 
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the cows come back 

 

 

once if I remember well 

my grandfather scolded me 

only once – 

he was dying of cancer 

 

he was a mild-mannered man 

an amishman, a pacifist 

but when I drove the cows out to pasture 

at milking time 

he like totally lost it 

 

he raised his voice and scolded me 

in Pennsylvania Dutch 

dialect curses 

and in English too 

some of which I understood 

 

I had driven the cows back out to pasture 

after they assembled for milking time 

an irregular ragged huddle 

around the barn door 

the barn door with its faded ancient hexes 

 

in my defense, I was very young 

and my older cousin Philip put me up to it 

we tossed pebbles at the fat Holsteins 

and shouted “Co-boss! Co-boss!” 

like our grandfather had taught us 
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shepherding them slowly back out to pasture 

the way they moved, a majestic waddle, 

inspired a sense of precocious sexual power in me 

dawdling big-hipped behemoths 

obeying my will 

 

a city kid, on the farm for the day 

I sensed some of the archaic wonder 

of the primeval herder‟s life 

maneuvering these extraordinary beasts 

down the muddy lane 

 

the cattle lowed in protest 

they knew something was wrong 

their udders full 

it was milking time, dammit 

but they obeyed 

 

and my grandfather scolded me 

it wasn‟t a curse 

but it certainly wasn‟t a blessing 

I could tell by the way the “Ach!” 

grated, deep in his throat 

 

when he came out to milk them 

and found his grandchildren 

back at the barn 

proud of our accomplishment 

(although Philip was smirking) 
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Grandpa knew immediately 

our crime 

and scolded us 

I was abashed 

I was only five, and a visitor on the farm 

 

he limped back to the far pasture 

shooing us before him 

puffing and haranguing 

in Pennsylvania Dutch 

I doubt that he cursed us 

 

he was a mild-mannered man 

an amishman and a pacifist 

dying of cancer 

he showed us the way to turn the herd 

bring them in for milking 

 

now in the city again 

but fifty years later 

I hear the cows coming back 

the raccoons and possums and deer 

reclaiming the back yards 

 

the weeds growing up over the fence 

a flash of lavender, goldenrod and ragweed 

autumnal hum and haze of insects 

and the deep-throated rumbling 

as the cows come back 
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trolley around the bend 

 

in early summer clover 

among the sycamores 

the number thirteen trolley turns the corner 

swaying gently, hugging the curve 

 

nothing prettier than a Kawasaki trolley car 

going round the bend 

swaying gently like a young country girl 

dosey-doe-ing in the Virginia Reel 

 

tipping, rocking, hugging the curve 

like a slo-mo 

slo-mo, slo-mo, slo-mo 

jet rollercoaster flickering by 

 

around the Home of the Merciful Savior 

orange school buses swarm like honey bees 

little half-length buses, orange and black 

swarming like queen bees 

 

I inhale the funky summer clover 

and close my eyes 

the park is primeval, Edenic 

no insectoid plastic junk 

 

none of those heavy metal carapaces 

those zombie automobiles 

no fence – the crippled children 

stumble out into the deep clover 
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and the number thirteen trolley 

glides round the corner, hugging the rails 

clickety clickety clickety clack 

in Clark Park, among the sycamores 
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all over Harlem 

 

 

I walked all over Harlem 

 

and one of these days 

 

I'll walk all over you  
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subcutaneous microchip 

 

 

I've got a subcutaneous microchip 

implanted in my amygdala 

or maybe in my 

left orbitofrontal cortex 

or maybe it's back in my hippocampus 

 

itches occasionally 

 

damn! 

 

maybe it's in my 

frontomedian cortex 

 

can't get ahold of it 

 

don't believe the aliens put it there 

but it sure as hell is 

hard to scratch 
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manifesto 

 

 

harold and emily are preparing a petition 

to the gaunt and gnarly bureaucrats 

to the fat cats 

it's in samizdat 

and it's going around 

 

it's a position paper 

it's an exorcism 

it's a fanaticism 

and it's going around 

 

it's a manifesto 

it's a list of demands 

it's a set of commands 

to the fat cats 

to the bureaucrats 

and it's going around  
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in the onsen 

 

 

I lecture on sex 

in the onsen 

 

my students, diffident, respectful, 

sweat straining to comprehend 

the complexities 

 

dense steam rises 

from the surface 

of the deep 

 

each trembling bead of moisture 

comprises the other 

a web, a matrix 

 

I lecture to myself 

in the old 

clawfoot bathtub 
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Lake Menopause 

 

Beleaguered I stand on the shores of Lake Menopause, 

strange concerts in the night. 

 

Rush hour now, at Coney Island, the giant wheel 

of karma, of dharma, we've stood here before, weird light refracted 

in her lenses. 

 

White sands, black sands under the volcano, her Hindu touch 

cured me once, but not again. 

 

We were joined at the hip then, pommes frites and Gauloises 

and crude vin rouge under the volcano -- the black goddess. 

 

She brought me back, in one piece, from a thousand pieces, 

weird light refracted in her lens. 

 

Oh she touched me once, but not again. 

 

What was I craving? desire to be beyond the shores, 

go go go together, further than the shores of beyond. 

 

It was November, a tropical time of birth, 

suckling under Les Mamelles, 

in the shadow of the cathedral. 

 

We swam to the island. 

We climbed to the cascade, the hot springs. 
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Under the volcano, it trembled. She trembled, but 

I had courage then. I spoke up. 

My synapses sparkled, oh yes, I was to be desired. 

 

Now silent, astonished, I stand on the shores 

of Lake Menopause. 

 

No more to say, and the wheel goes round. 

No more to say, fractalized in a thousand pieces, 

reflected in her lens 
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some muse 

 

she won‟t talk to you, 

but allures you with innocent 

entreating eyes 

 

she encourages madmen in their 

eccentricities 

winds them up, mocks them, goads them on 

 

she flatters them and 

makes them dance 

makes them dance 

 

at the height of frenzy she flits, 

a wanton, in abandon 

 

then, when you‟re all whacked out 

beyond the edge of despair or worse 

in the doldrums of despondency 

she deigns to reappear, magically 

 

mops your fevered brow 

with an elixir of lilacs and wisteria 

nurses you with the milk of paradise 

gives you sweet taste 

seduces you with honeydew lullabies 

 

administers a swift kick to your credulous 

trusting balls 

and hisses viciously 
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“play it again, chump” 
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sick of sushi 

 

I'm sick of sushi 

yeah 

seems like I've been eating fish 

all my life 

 

I'm sick of sushi 

seems like I've been eating rice 

all my life 

 

sick of sushi 

yes 

gimme some beef 

yes 

 

for many years I pondered 

the ethics of eating meat 

for some of those years I decided -- 

no meat for me 

just veggies 

and maybe fish 

 

meat sickens 

it's warehoused 

even chickens suffer, and turkeys 

in the meat factory 

 

beefs consume all the grain 

could be feeding the 

starving chilluns of India 
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oh yeah 

 

but -- I'm sick of sushi 

might be immoral 

but -- upon reflection 

gimme some beef 
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the anxiety of the rural bus stop 

 

 

it's not so much the nervous strain 

of waiting for a bus that never comes 

 

this bus comes alright 

right on schedule 

 

well -- fifteen or twenty minutes late 

this being America – 

 

but it passes you by 

rolls right on through blowing out fumes 

 

o the heartstopping horror! 

 

and this bus is not a pretty bus 

gaily painted, tinkling jolly Caribbean 

tunes, shoulder to comfortable shoulder 

with patient, congenial riders 

 

this bus is ugly, a grey behemoth 

snorting noxious fumes 

 

it runs right through the squalid 

little town, where you and your wretched family 

are huddled, immigrants, on the corner 

 

miles from the nearest subway stop 

miles from the nearest train 
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miles from anywhere 

for that matter 

 

an evil dead place, nobody around 

a place of ugly death, where flightless 

giant birds eat mud for breakfast 

the hell of Ereshkigal 

 

the bus passes you by 

and there are no taxis 

no telephones, no hotels 

(this was in the time before cellphones) 

 

and you're stuck 

a million miles from the metropolis 

stranded in rural America 

amid unsympathetic police 
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thereôs something immoral about beauty 

 

 

there's something immoral about beauty 

detached from ethical concern 

synapse explosions of pure 

unprincipled pleasure 

 

the hips of Shakira and Ishtar 

robed gait of Gradiva 

my sweet pitiable dream and delusion 

the little death in Venice 

 

there's something hopeless about beauty 

it arrives and is gone 

leaving not a trace in its wake 

like a boat rowed away in the fog 

 

desolation in its wake 

decadent pleasures 

consumed, burnt up in their expenditure 

in their decay the smoke rises 

like incense to blasphemous gods 
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four drumbeats from an amateur hand 

 

 

the west sent a message on the wind tonight 

four drumbeats -- just an amateur hand 

flickered like a jazz on the quickening breeze 

rousing from a stupor in the late spring haze 

three more beats, take one, then a rest 

coding then unwinding with an urgent flare 

nothing, then sirens from a fire out there 

I waited for a message from the west tonight 

sensitive and yearning like a nervous virgin 

quick to alarm and ready to respond 

to the amateur beat of a hand out there 

promising some love, or some money somewhere 

hand on the trigger and ready to go 

down in the hollow where the night winds roll 

five drumbeats, just an amateur hand 

gimme some loving from a late night band 

decoding my fate from a drummer's lame beat 

help me I'm aquiver in my solitary cell 

straining for the cable from the heavenly host 

writhing in delusion like a solitary ghost 

straining my ears from a lonely hell 

the west sent a message on the wind tonight 

four drumbeats -- just an amateur hand 

frequencies from a late night band 
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little rooms 

 

 

in the little rooms 

the trance arrives 

then departs 

and so forth 

 

furious priests march in 

beating their tambours 

the drums, and the incense 

 

imposing women, formidable as storms 

rush over you 

delirium in their wake 

 

the keys to the little rooms 

on a ring in your faded pocket 

to find them you consult 

the subway maps 

 

these little rooms are always 

similarly furnished -- 

a narrow bed, a lamp, a desk 

reserved for you 

in a decaying building 

down in the slums of time 
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Incandescent Rat 

 

 

Incandescent Rat 

is on the radio now 

 

shhh 

 

Dude, tune er in 

got the frequency 

check it out 

 

no 

tune er wayyyy in 

and turn the volume wayyy down 

 

Incandescent Rat 

always my favorite 

back in the day 

check it out 

 

that bassman plays with your mind 

know what I'm saying 

wraps around your frontal lobe 

and squeeeeezes 

 

Dude, you lost it 

tune er in 

tune er in 

you got it 

 



 

77 
 

but turn it wayyy down 

never know who's listening 

 

might be the Secret ICE Police 

might be the Baby Russia 

might be the Steel Principals 

 

nevermind, tune er in 

don't lose it 

oh that beat 

Bo Diddley 

 

yeah 

 

once saw Incandescent Rat 

down at the Fillmore East 

back in the day, man 

 

Trillian Luminescence was with them then 

she wailed 

she wailed 

only twenty-seven, but she howl 

 

went backstage to give her a flower 

patchouli 

sweet, but unreal 

she was all lit up, man 

 

yeah 

 

I remember 
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Philip Glass live 

 

 

not my favorite instrument, 

the piano - I prefer organ 

or harpsichord for keyboard 

 

but Philip Glass condensed 

his whole careeer into 

one piano that night 

 

ninety minutes without a break 

 

enthralled I heard bits of 

Einstein on the Beach, 

glittering fragments of Mishima 

 

over and over and over 

 

it was his birthday; that piano 

was white, suspended from 

a tree, a piano with full refulgent breasts 
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Sun Ra Arkestra 

 

latticework climbing up the blinds 

their shadow, behind tooth gapped panes 

late summer sun 

 

cemetery saxifrage; shamans shuffle up 

up the brickwork, step by step 

wailing like dead sirens as they go 

 

Marshall Allen must be a hundred now 

if he's a day, but I heard him blowing 

last night at the Rotunda 

 

sweet alto, then in repose 

fluting in orbit contact Jupiter 

no ideas but in sounds 

 

sweet alto, then in response 

satellites over the Mongol steppes 

the rhythm, the rhythm 

 

horsemen drum on the silk road 

their shadow thunder on the brick 

late summer, crisp leaves on the Belgian block 
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when the bus is enough 

 

 

under my window the bus is enough 

reassurance, that heavy solemn sound 

nobody around, but the leaves turn yellow 

and bow, the bus rolls by again 

 

in autumn solitude a solace, the rain 

spatters leaves on its broad white back 

sibilant hiss of tires, holding on pavement, 

steady, white beard black driver waves 

 

familiar routes, constancy of sound 

bringing late fall sun, red leaves 

black boughs, old sun coming home 

returning, my bus comes round again 
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morning these chains 

 

 

morning these chains old loves 

caress you again 

 

a footprint in neatly raked asphalt 

the old tar pits 

 

now you are on the West Coast 

flying to Japan 

with a girl who says she loves you 

but her moods are not your moods 

 

now you are in the Midwest 

flying to hell 

the Mennonite farmers are mad, schizoid 

in the locked ward, your tablemate is crazy 

whereas you are only 

suicidally depressed 

 

now you are in the Hamptons in the lap 

of improbable luxury 

with a Chinese girl who wants you to fuck her 

on the pristine beach 

you oblige 

 

morning these chains old lives 

even in winter the maples bleed 

deep red 

and the century has changed 
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data 

 

your mind program implanted 

in consciousness 

unrolls with the creaky precision 

of a player piano 

an antique tinkling music box 

 

pale green corduroy shirt missing 

one button, two buttons 

the wale unravels 

warp and weft shine through 

revealing original patterns 

 

is it your memory or that 

of countless stars 

your genome or your mother's 

back on the farm 

wagonwheels frozen in muddy ruts 

out to the back pasture 
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hard facts 

 

 

across the tracks 

other side of night 

the emporium deals 

in hard facts 

 

but you want to 

buy fantasies 

from the shopkeeper's daughter 

she's pregnant again 

a little pudgy 

 

she's generous 

and listens to your dreams 

accepting payment only 

in cold hard cash 
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leaves gone 

 

 

leaves gone lighted windows 

come out like stars 

 

night comes down 

cold gusts whip the boughs 

 

my neighbors' windows twinkle 

friendly asterisms light years 

across the dark street 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

85 
 

 

write ten times 

 

 

write ten times 

what is language 

 

language has subject and verb 

 

language proceeds from the mouth 

of the great Zambezi river 

 

language was formed in the mouths 

of the great gods 

bom bom mahadeva 

 

language counts sheaves of barley 

and barrels of beer 

 

language touches my soul and her soul 

with music and forms babies 

in the great womb of time 

 

language corrupts the hearts of men 

 

language tortures the weary 

 

language sells and buys the bodies of women 

in the marketplace of longing 

 

language makes deals with millions of dreary objects 
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so the youth die from language of secret police 

and perverse bombs that jaded professors manufacture 

in the sophisticated universities 

 

language makes the crops grow and the rains come 

and the bird sing at merry times 

it cheers the dead fingers of destiny 

 

language is infinitely recursive in the machines of hell 
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 after helicopters 

 

 

after helicopters 

yellow police tape festoons 

my urban streetscape 
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