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Are you asleep

or just pretending? This 
is the hour where, little by little,
my heart’s pulled out of place 
and I strain to hear 
what scratches at the window.
Someone’s calling my name – 
not you lying beside me, 
eyes closed calculating 
taxes or possibly dreaming 
of dancing unicycling 
bears while I’m so paralyzed 
by the maw of this mattress
it’s as if I’m being swallowed alive.
No. The voice summoning
me is hoarser than yours 
or mine. I’ve been knocking 
for a long time, it says. 
Open the door.



12 |

Moonglow

Something transpired between the moon and me tonight.
Like an addict, she was surrounded 
by the usual paraphernalia: web of branches, 
glowing halo, lone rose climbing the trellis 
of my neglected garden.

I stared for ten seconds, maybe less.
There was no howling, no drama.
Yet I couldn’t shake this déjà-vu feeling of me
as an intruder in my own yard, walking in 
on a tranquil video game about the souls 
of plants and twilight foragers.  
 
Soon, the divorcée down the street 
was calling her cat in – 

Chaaarrrrrllles, Charliiiiieeee, Chaarrrrllllles!
while Charlie Parker was with me,
considering my enclosure of uncut grass
and the overloaded compost mound
containing enough dirt for an arboretum.

The moon is a poor reflector, mirroring 
no more light from the sun than a lump of coal. 
We watched her steal colour from everything
she touched. She turned my rose grey 
and cast a blue shadow over the house. 

She could have at least given me 
a useful bit of advice like don’t go on that trip, 
bad things happen at sea
or clean up all this junk. But nothing.

I am not a gardener, I told her.
And I got the sense she’d rather be looking down
at an open-air nightclub rave, 
swimmers at a pool party or lovers
in Central Park. 
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The Undead

When I was younger, I lived to watch vampire movies
from the silent film era – those translucent-gowned virgins 
reclining lethargically on canopied beds, their hair 
draped across the pillow in graceful waves, necks exposed. 
Now I see they were begging for it, inviting death 
into their chambers by way of gothic windows 
flung open recklessly. They didn’t fight or rage
as the life force was sucked out of them,
their chaste lips swiftly freezing into thin smiles.

This summer, we were called to my grandfather’s deathbed
a week after his hundred and first birthday
but he refused to die, requesting pickled herring and beer,
then subsisting on syringes of water, then moisture
from cotton swabs when he could no longer swallow, 
shaking his head vehemently each time the doctor asked
if he wanted something to help bring on sleep.

The way the sunlight passed through the adjacent woods
and into the glassy crematorium, setting us all  
on fire – it would have made a good still 
for a production titled, say, The Damned.

After the funeral, I flew home to nobody.
No legendary count came to me in the night to fulfill
a demonic need; left to my own litany, I mowed the lawn 
in a decreasing spiral starting at the outside edges
then entering the dark side of a nocturne, 

thinking how my grandfather taught me, as a child, 
that the secret to the wishbone contest – winning the charmed
splinter from that forked neck bone which strengthens
the skeleton of birds so they can withstand flight –
is to neither pull nor let go. 
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Pen and Ink

Technically the drawing is flawless: 
the strong lines of the bars and pommel horse,
the shading of the still rings and the meticulous 
cross-hatched flooring. The spectators, even the judges 
stationed like saints at each apparatus, are luminous.

The only thing missing is the gymnast.
As if during warm-up he jumped 
from the springboard and leapt off the page 
in a series of twists and somersaults, tumbling headlong 
through the galaxy’s imploding matter. 

Or perhaps the sketch is meant to be his tomb, 
housing all the equipment the artist thought 
his subject would need in the next world.
But our acrobat isn’t turning back  
on his obstacle course of choreographed routines – 

he’s already soothing his muscles  
in the Big Dipper’s bowl, resting on the tail
of the Swan, gripping stars with chalked hands 
then pushing them apart in a magnificent dismount,
slipping into the hereafter 
with a final execution score of perfect zero.
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Blue Hole

On July 19, 1955, American poet Weldon Kees’s Plymouth 
Savoy was found on the north side of the Golden Gate Bridge. 
He had talked about moving to Mexico to start a new life. He 
was also suicidal. When his friends searched his apartment 
they found his cat, Lonesome, and red socks in the sink.

You didn’t hear it from me
but Weldon Kees is alive and well in Mexico,  
residing above the El Corazón cantina. It was a fluke
the way I came across him, while photographing 
a mural of mutant flowers. Zooming in, there he was, 
saturated in zinnias, blending into the wall 
so convincingly I had to ask, “Is that you Weldon?” 

We had some tequila under a nearby palapa.
Then he took me to the beach. “Do you like it here?” I inquired. 
“There are jungles,” he replied; then, “I miss Ann” –
and what could I say to that? I thought it best 
to distract him. “Once I lived on an island,” I began,
“in a place where the deepest ocean hole is–”
“Impossible,” he cut me off. 

“You don’t believe me?” 
“The world’s deepest blue hole’s here.” 
He thumped his chest with a fist, eyes wild as Ahab. 
“I’m the ocean’s hired mourner,” he added, 
right when the sea spray started spraying. 
On account of his good looks it was theatrical.

“Recite me a poem?” I ventured, and he complied:
“Where are the marvelous cities that our childhoods built for us,
With houses unlike those that we have come to know – “ 
but he stopped mid-verse: “I’m sorry. I’ve drawn a blank.”
To compensate, he went on to describe his jellyfish aquarium. 
How he fed his writing to those transparent umbrellas, 
their fragile bellies full of whatnots. 
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When he kicked off his loafers and rolled up his trousers 
I did the same, trying not to gawk at his ankles. So pale!
Then we just stood there, burying our feet in the sand,
looking out at infinity like that Munch picture – 
not The Scream but the woodcut of two people staring 
out at the water, separated by a low moon. 

“You should get back,” he finally told me. 
“I have nothing to get back to,” I said, but he ignored me.
I tried putting my arm around his shoulders then
and they were ghost shoulders, gossamer light and diluted. 
Two Human Beings (The Lonely Ones), it’s called. 
And that’s the last I saw of Weldon Kees. 
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White Dress

Like the gigantic eyes of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg 
peering out over the valley of ashes in Gatsby,
your testimonies are ominous. 
It’s as if you’re watching from inside the monitor
to see how I’ll react upon discovering 
that if I don’t forward this email, I’ll die.

To be filthy rich by Friday I need to scroll down, 
make a wish, send twenty dollars and copy
to my ninety closest friends within six minutes.
If I don’t comply, at noon the phone will ring
and something gruesome will take place 
in my yard, involving a mechanic and a gun. 

Once I circulate your words, a sachet of rubies
will arrive in the mail or I’ll lose ten pounds 
in three days or – the stupidest promise you make – 
I’ll receive four sundresses by November. 

What you don’t know is that I already have
a white dress packed away in the attic, 
which I bought for the birthday
of the one I adore and which I didn’t wear 
because, as it turns out, we never had the party.

Moths feed on its soft lustre, unravelling
filaments of light as though they were extinguishing
a beacon at the end of a dock.
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Memory, begonia, frog

We walk quickly to forget 
and slowly to remember, says Kundera.
Replace “walk” with any verb,
the principle’s the same.

Take my begonias.
They burst open so fast the other day
that they were goners by nightfall.

Though I was told that in filtered shade
these flowers would last all summer, 
with a show of peach and pink 
the begonias said, “Watch this! Goodbye!”

Then there’s frogs:
drop a frog in hot water, it’ll jump out.
But put it in water at room temperature,
slowly turning up the heat
and the frog gets used to it, dying gradually.

For lack of better words, what it boils down to
is that perennial dilemma of loss:
those who flourish and die unexpectedly
and those who abandon us degree by degree.

Either way we’re left behind, 
leaping from one pot to another or submerged
in closets and albums and letters, 
taking what oxygen we can 

from pressed gardens,
walking, running, crawling,
eventually perceiving it as normal.
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An Evening with Leonard Cohen

I’ve witnessed something magical.
I can’t even joke about how I knew you were singing
just for me in that packed auditorium.   
Can’t write a funny I adore you Leonard poem
because I’m sick with grief that it’s over.
This bright hole and O, Oh, Ooohhh
must be how Monet felt, painting his blood-red sunset. 
There are affairs we don’t recover from.
The old lilac by the crooked fence there, see it? 
That’s your voice. Not the flower but the heartwood’s 
purple grain. I don’t know what to do with myself, Leonard. 
I’m wandering around like a corpse and it’s raining
inside the house. When that spotlight illuminated your figure
in a dark suit and fedora, elevating you
from the Persian rug so that you hovered above 
the audience, I expected you to vanish
then and there. Instead, you skipped on and off
the stage, delivering the secret of life’s anguish – 
do dum dum, de do dum dum. Everyone who could 
went home and made love last night. 
As for me, you wished me happiness in solitude, 
kneeling on one knee as though proposing. 


