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Short Memoirs of Life on Earth

I grew up in a house
where there was no money for anything but food
and maybe orthopedic shoes

At night I lay curled like a pearl, a ball shaped
by nacreous limbs. I might have unpeeled
from night from sleep from my covers
in surprise, like a passenger stepping out of a car

*

My mother called my father Nussie, little nut.
No one else did. I called him Dad, and as a child,
in my unintentionally childish way, Daddy

— When my brothers weren’t there
somehow the heart went out of the house— 

How awful I felt when I found out
the rabbit didn’t volunteer
the lucky foot on my key chain

*

On my own, I lived once four floors up
from a subway so that I woke, shaking

There, I was never sure music
was knocking at my door. I thought what I heard
might be meant for somebody else

*
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Instead of getting down from the shelf each night
four various dental flosses for cleaning
the four variously spaced openings between my teeth,
I see I can get down just two at a time
to make this an entirely new experience

*

So much of the day I am ashamed of what I’ve done.
I can't forgive myself.
Until I am ready to go to sleep and realize
I have by then forgiven myself
for a dozen additional offenses

*

Red, the tooth- torn berry I once saw
in my path through the woods. I hope it satisfied

Red, the tiny, exact mushrooms
like spots of blood I came upon farther on

*

— It seems I can't think one thought without
an earlier one shining through— 

*

A river ran past
that hunting lodge in Wyoming

All night it lay quietly beside me and in the morning
showed itself, moving faster than I could move,
dividing me from the world

*
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In Rome, at Largo de Torre Argentina
ruins awaited me
but also a shelter for cats

A huge silver moon filled the sky
and spilled over onto our faces

*

Oh, Earth! During the recent eclipse
how naked you seemed without your star.
I feared if the sun collapsed
you’d only grow colder, harder, darker

yet new stars are born all the time
in clusters, like litters of kittens
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1.  WATER LEVEL
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Aubade

Sad silver light,
the opening light of day
launching me
into the bewilderment
of morning

though now at least
I can speak.
I am no longer seated
in the quiet car of life

or lizard- like
slithering
through a dream
with no accompaniment
but the jolt of my pulse

outside, only
the questioning cries of birds

later I will find
my place in the landscape,
get to that catch in the road
where water falls,
that catch in my throat

then it could be
a small animal
even an insect I spot
quivering in the grass
or just the face of the wind
showing itself
the only way it knows how
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Tan Espadrilles

I am scarcely pedaling, the wind is carrying me off on my 
bike. Down the wide avenue. I detect a whiff of salt in the 
air, shore air. Tan espadrilles are light on my feet below beige 
linen trousers. A light shirt over my t- shirt flies out to the 
sides in the breeze I am making. I am propelled by sunlight, 
following you, weaving in and out of cars in the light traffic 
that edges the street. You are before me, showing the way. 
I try to catch up, with my loopy, less powerful legs. The bike 
and I are one fantastical creature, a hybrid, a female centaur. 
If I am any lighter, I will dissolve. Maybe we are back in Ocean 
City after so many years, islanded by water, nothing familiar, 
free to appear or disappear. Or I am lifting off into the sky of 
my childhood, in Logan, all the shops going by, the kosher 
butcher, the fishman, the bakery that makes creampuffs and 
strudels. But when I look for you, after you, you are gone. 
I turn off where I thought I saw you turn off, into a narrow, 
shaded street in Italy or California, and lean the bike against 
the white- framed, plate glass window of a pizzeria. I wander 
in and the men in white aprons are taking a smoke, slouched 
in wooden chairs, wreathed in clouds of smoke or flour as 
they wait for the wood burning ovens to be ready. But I ask 
and they haven’t seen you. I go back out and, reunited with 
my bike, don’t know whether to keep riding and leave to 
chance my hope to catch up with you somewhere or turn 
around.
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Monkfish, Manatee

Monkfish, that looks to be more human than other fish. More 
human except for maybe the manatee which isn’t even a fish 
but a mammal trapped in water and we don’t anyhow eat 
them. Oh, I’m so happy I don’t need to clean or cook it today, 
monkfish, fillet the texture and shape of our guts, with its 
thin, slippery membrane that should be pulled back and over 
like a pair of socks rolled into a ball. Though the membrane 
breaks down and melts in high or prolonged heat. When 
done, it could be any other fish even if tough and resistant 
un-  or undercooked. I once saw a manatee rising from the 
shallow, dirty water edging Tampa Bay. It floated amid chip 
bags and popsicle sticks like a swollen baby. I can only imag-
ine a monkfish alive, with its wide mouth. Both it and the 
manatee, with their similar bewildered, homely- man faces.
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Mom- in- a- Box

I placed my mother in a box, white cardboard for instance as 
if for takeout Chinese. She’s packed away like dime store dolls 
we sent to displaced children in camps after the war when 
I was in third grade, along with little accoutrements, toy tea 
sets and dollhouse furniture. They nestled like pharaohs trav-
eling with grave goods into eternity, dogs and jewels they had 
in life. My mother didn’t want to stay but I made her, folding 
her arms across her chest and tucking in her apron. I fitted 
tabs in slots and threaded through a thin wire so she could be 
picked up and carried away, with space for my four fingers.
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Mirror

I call her from our cabin in the woods. She says to me, isn’t 
that funny? she’s in the woods too. “It’s all green outside. 
The kids have treated me to a holiday,” she thinks, because 
they are like that. “Always doing funny things for me that 
will make me happy.”

Can she go swimming where she is? Has she met the other 
people there?

“I’ve only been here maybe four days!” she tells me, so 
I don’t think she’s had all the time in the world.

She thinks the place is in Florida but in a strange part, 
maybe far away from where she lives. I ask if she got there 
by train. By car, maybe?

“Oh, it must have been car. But I don’t know who drove me. 
(Isn’t that funny?) They even brought my sofa. And I see all 
my books on a shelf. And some writing paper too,” things to 
make her feel at home.

“But they can’t have meant me to stay. I’ll call them and 
find out where I am.”

“What do you do with yourself there every day?” I ask.
“What do you do where you are?”
“I take walks, hikes, really. Because it’s pretty hilly.”
“Me too! Do you wear hiking boots? I do, but they’re a little 

tight so they pinch.”
“That’s not good,” I agree. “And they are also very heavy.”
“Mine too! I’ll have to get a new, light pair if I stay here. 

Oh, I just looked in the kitchen and they even thought to 
bring my kitchen table so I can make dinner. Isn’t that nice?”
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