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Couplets with words suggested by this book’s subscribers.
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“a people is a bunch of  persons...”



Every biting winter

was fall’s soft cliché,

every aperçu

was a drunken bawl.

The queer tongue of  our ancestors

is enlivened by the dead

and cobbled by curses.

I’ve been to countries

where that all lives on.

They saddle up their sins

and shout after the nag:

Improvement by degrees!

Nothing To Complain About Right Now
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Desert surround me
My taste of manna
please explain to me
Who can I run to
Who can I tell
that their everything
isn’t much for me

On the corner
a notice of a talk
they’ll give soon

The condemnation is of  me
The placards are about me

This is my question
How long
is the shortest way
of  happily enchained days
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Pashkevil



reckless beauty

heedless joy

many

people never

panic

clamorous intoxi

cating spaces

living alone

dying embraced
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Words of  Welcome



Now is the word. In whatever language: “now.”
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No one asks for the Yiddish poet’s dying words.
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If  you plan to sit
At the head of the class
You should don
Some sort of  face.

If  you want to
And have the time
You can soberly
Prophesy.

Still yearning then?
And still alive?
Luck has built you
Up to size.

Introduction
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rolling down the streets

I’m not afraid of explosion

just littleness

I’m a big watermelon
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Me and Sutzkever (not in the same breath!)
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Wait out the sweatdays

till you’re again worthy

of fresh pane-dew

cool as a beer bottle:

face against the window.

When fall has turned

its cold shoulder to you

again you have to get used to

the zealous seasons.

Winter which snows over every argument.

Spring which greens away other desires.

And summer which sparkles and smiles and dries

and kills.

End of Summer
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Here are the creatures I think about:

Stammerers that like to kiss,

Poets dead a century,

Prophets.

I run headlong into pigeons

To catch them lifting up

As if they are lifted.

An aged hand might be the closely stamped card

Of  a worn library book.

It’s easy not to think

Of  the elephant. I just imagine

What you want and go do it.

Hot tea,

Sweetened with fake sugar.

Three Equalities
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The gate has a door to the Builder.
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Round and round in the pistol’s thread,

waiting for clocks and seals and circles.
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Kids are crying, I have no tissues. Be a solution for all my issues.



39

There are those who bequeath but do not inherit

and vice versa. Midway down the page

are the two dots which mean here stops

the discussion and here a new one starts:

Some people leave nothing behind.

That’s how I’d go out, the words

into my pocket, every inscribed leaf

to the grave with me: I’ll give you

my baseball card collection as soon

as I understand baseball. How about let’s die

at the same time and bequeath each other

ourselves: file jointly.

The Chapter “There Are Those Who Bequeath” *

*tractate Bava Batra, Babylonian Talmud
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I’m working on a catalog of  signs, of  arrows

with stubby beaks like sparrows,

takeoffs for gazes. Tomorrow

I’ll make final edits and broadcast

to all my readers. Directions cast

a net of  goals and safety. Last

night we mourned, drank, and fought.

Who died: it could be anyone. I ought

to tell you more and show you what I’ve brought.

A catalog of  signs and arrows
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I turned the stick into a snake.

He said There must be some mistake.

I sang the suffering servant song.

He licked my heel with flicking tongue.

I rent my robe and loudly laughed.

He said I’d rather be a staff.

He crawled away and hissed So long.

I don’t know what I’m doing wrong.

Snake!
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That’s not how the word is pronounced, I hissed.

But the damage was done:

You tore the tongue out from every martyr

because you could not say the word for mustard

I taught you a week ago.

Torturing them over again

when we tell jokes about old men and fish

or different words for penis.

Am I serious? I’m not

serious enough. Reread the page.

Learn my name in the language

I want to speak. Silence

is the deadest tongue.
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I tell myself, Move away

from definitions & consequences

questions & answers

and clamber to the peak of feeling:

but that’s a piercing emptiness,

and I hotfoot it back to my limits.

My books and walls.

My two nuns

upside down in warm parenthesis.

And even them with spider crowns

scratching into the space between the lines.

Looking for something outside of Sinai.

Outside of Sinai
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I was in the empty city and a sign hinted to me out of  the darkness

that I would be warmly welcomed. Not knowing what was inside

I was ready for anything and gave the door a tentative push.

It didn’t budge. I looked in and saw an unclear picture: either a light

was on, or I was seeing the reflection of  the streetlights, or nothing

was there, I was deluding myself  into seeing a group of  welcoming

friends.

A kid opened the door. I was startled. “Come on in, why are you

standing there like a idiot?”

With my half-lit face, I asked - “?”

“You’re not alone in the city. The city is not empty. No one’s waiting

for you, but if  you want to stop wasting your life we’re here for you.”

I went in.

Report from the Empty City
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The door shut after me.

The place was empty. Everything was dark. The kid had disappeared.

On a barstool in the center of  the room was a handwritten note.

The words were easy to read:

“The room is empty because you are empty. Go fill yourself.”



Report from the Empty City
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On this planet there’s only two of  everything.
No more, no less. Two people, and each one has
one eye, one nose. A hand and a finger.

You think it’s easy? Not as easy as it sounds. Let’s say
you want a fruit salad, you buy an apple and a banana,
you’re done.

Not so fast. Let’s say you set a glass of  milk next to
the fruit – and there you are. Three things.

Maybe you think things explode or get swallowed up
by the earth with a fire and a boom like in the movies.
The prohibition against threeness isn’t such a simple
thing. It’s a feeling, a gnawing dissatisfaction, that
something more than two is around and it has to be
fixed.

I lived there once.  (It’s hard to be just a spectator,
because you get counted in eventually, a second
wheel.)

The Planet of  Twos

I was happy, because I’m living in a sensible world,
with rules, not out of  control.

I fell in love with a girl, we got married, had a
chuppah with two poles, said to each other “I D” in
our one-letter tongue.

We had the kid anyway. We couldn’t help it. We
looked at each other over the two-legged table, and
knew that something wasn’t right.

We voted, and before I knew the answer I burst out
I can’t, I love my home, you’re my everything…

But it was fated that I leave.



The Planet of  Twos



Is there something timeful which you can feel with

your hands? Something you can keep warm against

the cold. Knit it a scarf. Give it a bowl of  soup. Take it

to a wedding. Twirl it around the room in a horah.

Usually people talk about you, time, but you don’t

appear to us, like someone dying upstairs, barely

breathing, while the bees circle buzzingly among the

fragrant flowers.

Morning is just an introduction to lunch is just a

passageway to evening is only a forward to bedtime.

In every generation one is required to see himself  as if

he were a flower torn from the hands of  a lover.

Time
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Not in time, not timely, not outside of  time, but deep

inside in the bowels of  time, timeguts tangled around

the neck like a fleischig lei. 

A sequence of  organs which the Kabbalists tried to

sum to 365, but anyone who’s ever been sick knows it’s

more like infinity.

A sequence of  rebirths and redyings, time, is written in

our Bibles. On the walls of  our breasts.



Time



My house has many windows

I boarded them all up

Desperation’s everywhere

Nighttime always stops

When a ray of  sunshine

Hit my bedroom floor

Then for safety’s sake I had

To board up my front door

A ray of sunshine
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Attention-deficient

But replete with tension

I’ve started with the last page

and know what the end is:

We rack up passing drills

but the ball squirts away.

The moment leaves our grip

as we stare

at the space it left.

Attention Deficient
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Loving-the-world

overlaps bloodmouthed joy

at the death of  enemies.

      Don’t do to your friend what you hate.

      If  they come to kill you, kill them first.

Together in bed, we

hear a noise.

Is it anyone?

Or is it our own hearts

startled every night by the sweet

sweat, the body next to us

lying there all-in-all, as if

people were meant to live together?

Loving the World
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With all that’s forgotten I’ve long been obsessed.

Now I’m sing-chant-reciting the words of  a place

victimed by slaughter and torched by the flames.

But I lean out to hear what is said in the street.

Now I’ve surrendered to truth of  this pain,

suffering’s doubts and remembering’s joy

but these moments are fettering my memory.

I’m talking, though silence is always exigent.

I taste now the gall; I can hear what is sweet.

Tell me the names now of  everything empty?

All of  them would be both guilty and happy.

So come in. We still have available seats.

Oblivion Song
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