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THE DEATH OF VIRGINIA WOOLF, 1941

She had been dying for a long time,

And had laid out more of life on a page

To bury the old story, the world falling.
(But the echo cried in the shell of her skull)

Wind from burning London rippled her dress,
As she stood by the stream, sun-printed cold.
She set her cane, her staff, down on the bank.
(Her pen was dry upon the high scratched desk)

She knelt then, trying to catch her shifting face
In the net of her fingers, but read her death

In her eyes. She would act the answer, Yes.

(It was the last of the polished words she dropped)

Still the writer’s shadow floated before her.
Walking into the water, she ended
First the legend of her life, then the pain.
(And left many books, but no children)
Sheila Kushner
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TWO POEMS

Mrs. Clotho, Mrs. Lachesis

Across the street the two widows rake their lawns
and gossip, like gray robins, in the breeze.

The piled leaves are smouldering at the curb

and smell like cooking in the autumn air.

Behind them the grass ripples, like chenille,

with whitewashed stones for piping at the hem.
They are lonely. They are aging. They are clean.

I find it in my heart to honor them.

Cold mornings, on my way to work, they stand
each at her kitchen-window dark with plants,

and stare past me the steps I have to go;

I turn around, but they have moved away.

I think about their houses, rich and void,

the man-smell of the wood that browns their rooms.
When I get home they’re taking out the garbage—
white nurses to the duty of their dooms

the way they touch the bags so delicately

and set the lids down gently, without a bang.

I wish that they were cross and queer, or black
from shoes to shawl—Ilike old Italian women—
to give my healthy pity a clear signal,

but no—they count their mail, or clip the hedge,
or toddling from the back with water pail

fill a bird-bath, wipe slime from a ledge.

Their chaste efficiency rules the whole world:
no rattling in the alleys, no doggy lawns,
no radios turned up on Sunday morning.
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My wife makes sure to cover up the beer-cans
when we return from shopping, because of them,
and so does Mrs. Jones, and Mrs. Mears

who drives a car, and comes home pretty late
and cracked her garage-door this last New Year’s.

I can mark time by either one of them,

for they have drilled the dolor from their dreams,
the summers hosing, every autumn raking,

each winter shaking salt upon the ice.

Sweet love of mine, sweet wife, if I go first,

I beg you, please forget your wits awhile!

lean out the window, scream to be heard,

or kick up your heels and move away from town,
but refuse those two, who are waiting for a Third.

Horse-Shoe Crab

The horse-shoe crab whose leather house
and helmet dome confused the eye

that spied him, swift and ponderous,
waltzing like original ark

upon the tide, he was a lie.

Now he is living in the dark.

His spike was ceremonious.

He could not fool the tricky gull
who mimicked his sad, turtle-pace
and turned him over like a bug:
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he rocked then, like a broken hull,
and burns in the salt light by a bleaching log.

Poor béte, you wore a heavy hat

that mortgaged you to domicile

and doomed you, just as Thoreau wrote.
For all your tank-like look of war

you were a monstrous miracle

that never knew what war is for.

I want my beasts as beautiful

and ugly as my wildest dreams:

their spears should work and not be dull
and all their teeth grind hard as stone.
If Baal be not the thing he seems

why should I smile when he is gone?

Thus I resent, in my own year,
the 60,000,000 years of you
without a belly-shield or spear;
I stand amazed you’ve lived so long
unless—the thought provokes me now—
your very aeons prove me wrong.
Felix Stefanile
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The cliche
has the ring
of truth
similar to
the one
around the
tub when
the water
runs out
the water
being the
most important
and the ring
the residue.

ON TARGET

Elsa Colligan
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ON THE FIRST ANNIVERSARY OF THE DEATH
OF PRESIDENT KENNEDY

(Sunderland, Massachusetts, Sunday, Nov. 22, 1964)

One of those timeless first snow-laden chills
Has rung on the metallic sky all morning.
One of those winds that sweeps the last litter
Of a thick summer’s leavings has cleared
Old vacancies our flesh must tenant again.

It looked like some such day but I couldn’t be sure.
For, through the very window shades,

Beamings of a California November sun

Dulled that image of Eastern autumn framed

On my sad neighbors’ twenty-one-inch screen.

Asked for a poem, I tried and quit. Now

The handsome anthology’s out, nine-tenths of them,
Like me then, in an alien light, staring.

And the report’s out too, best documented death
Ever, and still nobody’s sure what happened —

Except that we’ve, of course, come through it, hardly

Feeling the squeeze: dollar and state stable;

Most policies, promises, perils, guilts just as they
rolled

Before that short freak tragic splice

In the comic reel of our public American seeing . . . .

Yet now, back four months from the mild West, here

I sit, first back this morning, first all East again,

Replaying it all in this window’s wider frame

Where something resonates that couldn’t then

Amid the flowering magnolias and fat, permanent
robins;
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Resonates on the tempered inner ear —
Drum cadence and a snatch of liturgy:
Trrrrrrrr Um Tum Tum, trrrrrrrr
Um Tum, ta Tum, over against
Peccata mundi, Kyrie eleison —

Only, no longer the uniformed marching drummers,
No longer the Cardinal’s, that good, moved man’s
Ad hoc tremor or tone-deaf, side-of-the-throat
South-Boston Latin and Greek (like a slow
Tobacco auctioneer, I couldn’t stop thinking then) ;

But disembodied, essential chant and rhythm,

In counterpoint composed by the wind outside,

And set like a score on the staves of a mind impressed,
This timeless November weather, with the form

Of the one most moving, most unmoveable thought.

A man, not having yet expected to, died:
A public, publicized, political man;

One man, in certain need, by definitions
Ouidistancing all dogma, of what we call,
Knowing no surer term for it, mercy.

Trrrrrrrr Um Tum Tum, Peccata Mundi,

Trrrrrrrr Um Tum, ta Tum, Kyrie Eleison . ...

So, down these year-old vistas of stripped boughs,

Rolls the clear coffin I follow this morning—at last

At the right distance, in my one sure light for elegy.
Martin Halpern
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VIET NAM 1965

plane whine, bomb screams
from puff cloud spattered skies
nursing hawkshapes
and giant dragonflies;
red rose bomb bursts
Death’s newest, bright bouquets
launching pain moans
and peace-on-earth-man lies:
dust cloud fading
waxen faces loom
rockshard pock-picked
in field . . . or scattered room
sweat cold retchings,
helping (those that can)
to bag wet flesh lumps
that weredog . . . . . .. or man?
spike hung eyeballs
glaring into hell
past flame charred, flesh lumps
still smoking, by the well;
crumpled face piece

. an unskulled, grinning mask
mouthing cuss words
but at what ? you ask
dungsmells, fear stinks,
guts, like snakes asleep
dead child, doll small
(do women only, weep 7
scalplock, silksoft
new ribboned, freshly washed,
perhaps from . . . that one ?
(rock smeared, metal squashed)
pregnant matron
belly riven, wet,
disclosing foetus
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. . already out of debt;
hearthstone, sunswept
beneath a simmering pot
stew filled—untouched—
good smelling, piping hot;
chow down, clean up,
bandage, lift, revile,
flake out ; ponder,
maybe sleep awhile

Day chores, night watch, and
only time is kind,
in dulling paintings
thus limned, upon the mind.
Jay Ames

TRAPPED

When summer came along the Musselshell

We got trapped in our town.

On the East, Indians came to swap unmarked horses,
And we shunned that side, turning west again
But there were the gypsies coming on in Dodges—
Hunting pots, pans, old tin and children

(When word got out we took for cover).

Always we escaped the tribes and gypsies,

The coyotes, too, on rimrocks, rattlers in caves
And the weird sisters of St. Anne

Casting their long shadows in the sun.

When Porky Swanson got a horn C.0.D. from Sears

(a brass sax rare as balloon tires or Atwater Kents),

He threw a net of sour notes over our roof-tops

And snared us all like little fish grounded in shallows.
Robert Dusenbery
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THREE POEMS

Legacy
Mother, I am mistress

of an air-conditioned mansion on a hill.
" Rooms sprawl lazily in the sun, open

to the breeze of running children,

never done exploring house nor hill,

who go rolling every fall

through all those dirty, crunchy leaves

until they are dizzy with laughter,

or, after the first snowfall, sled

alone between the mammoth trunks:

they learned quite young to steer away.

When I was small we lived above the store
in two cramped rooms. Our windows faced
the street I could not cross alone.

Bedded down too soon, I'd lie awake

in sleepless summer heat, hearing
streetcars rattle lullabies.

Leaning near my window

for a breeze that seldom came

I watched silent men and girls

lean in shadowed doorways.

Everyone we knew was poor.

Pop sold them beer and bread on credit,
and died in debt before the war

that might have made him rich.

You watched that happen to your friends:
they moved away from us
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to homes with velvet lawns

and bought their children’s clothes at Saks.
They still invited us to dinner,

but it was not the same. You could not
afford the beauty shop, felt ashamed,

and dropped them first. I heard you cry

but you could not confide in me.

Nor could you hear my secrets without
judging me, weighing me against their
cashmered girls, criticizing them for being
what they were, and me for being otherwise.

When I was twelve you let me shop downtown alone.
T wanted something lovely for your birthday

that you would not return, and finally chose

a locket you could put my picture in. I wrapped

it carefully and drew the card myself.

When you unwrapped my gift your mouth assumed
that twist that made my stomach knot.

You said, “Lockets are for children, dear,

and this one cost too much.” You saved

my picture and the card: I found them

years ago, sorting out your things.

I hid inside my room again to cry.

When 1 had finished school you sold

the store. We moved into another tiny place,

but stayed out of one another’s rooms.

I did not have to see your empty closet

where a few limp cottons hung, resigned,

and spared myself your look when you hung
freshly ironed clothes in mine: I pressed my own.
If I bought new clothes for work, I paid

in cash, and tore up the tags.
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You wanted only I should marry

a nice Jewish boy, a doctor or a CPA,

and with nobility I never knew you had,

managed not to say too much

when my choice was an instructor

still in school. If you worried

what your friends might think, I never knew.

Mother, my decisions troubled you because

they were not yours; I felt your anxieties

as guilt. But not this time. You watched

us “struggle,” as you thought: we loved our love,

and for the first time I was nearly free.

Still, T vacuumed all the rugs before you came

and hid new purchases yvou might think cost too
much,

And even now, as I sit on the patio
watching the children you did not live to know
roll down our hill, T wonder what vou

would think of how I live. I've beat those
cashmered daughters all to hell, and you’d

he proud to bring their mothers

to see my parquet floors.

Rut after they had left, your mouth would
get that funny twist and you would say.
“You must pay a fortune for your help,”

and T know my throat would tighten in that
same old way, until ’'d have to run upstairs
to hide behind the master-hedroom door.
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Ending

Her hospital room, filled with flowers, stank.
The abundance of roses and mums
could not outrank that other stench.
We did not breathe too deeply there,
perhaps afraid of using up

the little bit of healthy air left.

At the end, nothing functioned

but her lungs. Each breath

brought oxygen to circulate the blood
within that cancer-eaten frame,
continuing the futile cycle:

drugs for pain, glucose fed

into the veins, catheters,

more pain, more vomited green bile

while we (doctors, husband, daughter, son)
kept her helpless, tied to tubes,

to keep the law. We watched her starve.
Fach day she lost more weight.

Her body weakened, shrank, lay

faded on the sheets.

The last few weeks she could not speak
to us. Standing at the foot of the bed,
our fingers gripped hard about the metal,
we smiled gently, told her it was nearly
spring again and showed her snapshots
of the grandson she would never know,
pretending any of it mattered,
wondering how much she understood.

Those final hours she moaned
a deep unearthly sound. Repeatedly
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her starved arm stiffened, rose, hovered
apparition-like, as though held

by some invisible wire,

then slowly lowered to the bed.

A muscle spasm, the nurses said.

But was that motion uncontrolled,

as we pacified ourselves into believing,
or was it a signal for release,

a voiceless screaming

from within that rotted cage?

Yahrzeit Candle

The day-long candle has outlived its hours,
as if it knew for whom it burns.

Lit at sundown yesterday, it should have
died by now; yet it refuses to expire

as though it sensed her strength

those extra starved-out weeks.

I knew my mother only as I know
this light, through protective glass
that distorts the glow

and separates me

from its core of heat. I want

to touch my finger to the flame,

but fear the pain of offering myself.

I grieve for all of this.

All night the candle will flicker
across the kitchen walls, trying
to illuminate dark places.
Tomorrow I shall throw away
the empty glass.
Judith Goren



