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            SO WHAT

         

         
            
               
                  I like my coffee sweet so what,

                  Four sugars to the cup.

                  I like tea sandwiches at Claridge’s,

                  A plate of perfect with the crust trimmed off.

                  I like to look out on Brook Street

                  From rooms on the Brook Street side.

                  From there I walk to my nearby tailor

                  And my nearby shotgun maker.

               

               
                  Face the truth.

                  Poetry doesn’t matter in the least.

                  But, as to Purdey poetry, a fabulous new Purdey

                  28-bore Over-and-Under

                  Shotgun shoots quail with delicate puffs of thunder

                  While singing always beautiful

                  Springtime Christmas carols

                  Through its beautiful London barrels.

               

               
                  There’s nothing on earth as beautiful as a Purdey

                  Over-and-Under, or as urbane, or as insane,

                  Except Volodymyr Zelensky,

                  The incredible president of Ukraine.

                  Moonlight is falling straight down on Manhattan.

                  The streets tonight so what

                  Are smooth as satin.

                  I like to there and touch it here.4

               

               
                  I’m standing on the landing

                  Of the splendid Claridge’s staircase.

                  I’m standing on the landing.

                  I look down at the lobby.

                  The marble shines like syrup.

                  So what they whip the marble with a riding crop

                  To keep the lava from Vesuvius away from us

                  And keep Pompeii plush and posh.

               

               
                  What’s happening is a tragedy

                  Nonstop on our smart TV.

                  We look at it for hours and see

                  Tragedy and see

                  Nothing is more useless than poetry.

                  Tell the rabbi, confess it to your priest.

                  Poetry doesn’t matter in the least.

                  Mariupol, Bucha, Odesa—Putin’s nightmare feast.

               

               
                  London is melodious.

                  Mount Street Gardens is across the street so what

                  From Audley House where Purdey’s is,

                  But atrocities in Ukraine are not far away,

                  And World War III not so far away.

                  Birdsong is serious.

                  Poetry is meaningless.

                  Poetry is a disgrace on a warm spring day in March.5

               

               
                  You look at the sky with unconditional love.

                  What are the odds?

                  You count the clouds.

                  A man with a big plastic bag

                  Is kidnapping pigeons

                  In bunches off the streets of Manhattan

                  To sell to gun clubs in the suburbs

                  Where they will be released and shot for sport.

               

               
                  Tolstoy and Turgenev target

                  Hospitals and schools and Jews.

                  Pushkin and Pasternak and Babel light the fuse.

                  Tsvetaeva and Akhmatova don’t refuse.

                  Mandelstam lights up the sky

                  Above his gulag with unconditional love

                  For long-range missiles. Tchaikovsky and Death

                  Want to defeat Ukraine.

               

               
                  Someone is being pushed off

                  The 96th Street subway platform onto the tracks and

                  The oncoming train screams. So what.

                  The problem of homelessness in the subways—

                  Having nowhere to undress—

                  Infests the downtown No. 3 Express.

                  You lift a hundred-thousand-dollar Purdey Trigger Plate

                  Over-and-Under wonder to your shoulder and levitate.6

               

               
                  The gun goes pop pop so what

                  And the birds drop and you can’t stop!

                  Just like that time on Ragged Island, off the coast of Maine,

                  Where pranksters had wickedly released a white rabbit pair

                  That proceeded to multiply and eat the innocent island bare.

                  You grabbed your gun for some grim fun

                  And a million rabbits—not knowing they were white—

                  Hid stock-still in plain sight.

               

               
                  So what.
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                  I’m springing up and down for art

                  On a metaphorical swimming pool diving board,

                  Waving above my head the inhuman sword,

                  And other things you need to start.

               

               
                  I had a plan to race my motorcycle,

                  My racetrack-only Superbike racer,

                  Around Manhattan Island,

                  River to river,

               

               
                  At at least a hundred miles an hour,

                  At a very early morning hour to avoid traffic,

                  Down the FDR Drive to begin,

                  Up the West Side Highway to Spuyten Duyvil,

               

               
                  Having as a model the great French short film

                  C’était un rendez-vous of 1976 by Claude Lelouch,

                  Which ends up on top of Montmartre

                  After roaring through sleeping Paris.

               

               
                  My cancer is springing up and down

                  On a diving board above an empty pool,

                  No water in the pool, though it’s August, it’s summer,

                  So balance, yes balance, don’t fall, make sense.8

               

               
                  My cancer of the lung

                  Is springing up and down,

                  On a diving board

                  Above an empty pool,

               

               
                  No water in the pool,

                  Though it’s August, it’s summer,

                  So balance, yes balance,

                  Don’t fall, make sense.
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                  I’d come back to the U.S.—Christmas 1955—

                  To Ezra Pound still in chains in Washington, D.C.,

                  At St. Elizabeths Hospital for the Criminally Insane

                  (No apostrophe in St. Elizabeths).

                  Why hadn’t Archibald MacLeish got him out yet?

                  I was Rimbaud,

                  Not quite old enough by law to buy a drink in a bar,

                  But bulletproof and murderous,

                  With an air of debonair and assassination.

                  I was talkative and silent, up on the balls of my feet.

               

               
                  Days of snow padded the sparkling silence—still 1955—

                  Of my friend’s Princeton dorm, empty at Christmas,

                  No one around, the sound of Bach from somewhere,

                  The smell of snow still falling, snow in my nostrils,

                  Snow outside the windows

                  My breath steamed up,

                  A foghorn of silence inflaming the air.

                  The father of the girl showed up with his two Great Danes

                  Just before dawn, when she had just gone,

                  To ask if his daughter was there.

               

               
                  People obsess when they can’t move their bowels,

                  Which can go on for days.

                  Old people obsess especially.

                  People don’t always talk about

                  What they obsess about—10

                  Which leads to poetry.

                  People are flying through the tropical flowering trees

                  And playing musical instruments of joy.

                  Put your shotgun down and make peace.

                  This poem is for Mark Peploe who is dying.

               

               
                  Ghosts are

                  Having drinks in the loggia

                  At S. Francesco di Paola,

                  Still alive, years ago, looking forward

                  To what is now our past.

                  I can’t tell you how many cigarettes we smoke.

                  If you climb to the top of the hilltop and look out,

                  Suddenly, like a moment in cinema,

                  The whole town is there and there’s the Cathedral dome!

                  Clare and Bernardo and Mark and I are drinking wine.
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                  So here comes the argument

                  In favor of not,

                  In the form of this woman

                  Walking down the street

               

               
                  And into the hotdog place

                  At 72nd and Broadway

                  Right across from the subway’s

                  72nd Street entrance to Lethe.

               

               
                  The woman is a ghost.

                  She died Wednesday.

                  Now she’s eating a hotdog at the counter

                  With sauerkraut and mustard.

               

               
                  I’ve known her all my life.

                  She was the Radcliffe roommate of my former wife.

                  She married and divorced

                  My Harvard roommate.

               

               
                  I’ve often said the problem

                  With having a dog

                  Is that it’s going to die before you do.

                  Almost certainly this is true.12

               

               
                  That’s why you might not want

                  To live alone

                  But on the other hand

                  You might not want a dog.

               

               
                  Jimmy, my dog, I don’t miss you.

                  It’s too painful to.

                  I can’t remember you.

                  The ghost keeps eating, eating,

               

               
                  Standing right there transparently,

                  Across from the entrance to the subway,

                  At a counter of thin air,

                  And gulping down a papaya juice of nowhere.
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                  I’m not as old as I used to be.

                  I’m getting young.

                  I find myself making child nonsense sounds

                  Doing my exercises

                  When no one’s around.

                  I find myself shouting at the floor.

                  I explode with rage and age.

               

               
                  My infancy is incomplete outside on the street

                  Pretending to be fleet

                  By how I look when I walk—which is acting—

                  Because in fact I am slow and ready to trip.

                  Underneath

                  I’m an old man full of baby.

                  You wouldn’t know I’m a baby, maybe.

               

               
                  When my wife asks me why I’m looking so forlorn,

                  I curl my lip in baby scorn.

                  Women line up for me and lie down in love.

                  I’m an unlicensed doctor in a fake white coat

                  Delivering babies when I’m a baby

                  On my way to younger and younger

                  And the coffin of being unborn.

               

               
                  Oh, could I lose all death now!

                  Oh, if I could lose my death!

                  Farewell, thou child of my right hand and joy—14

                  Me! Myself! And my many motorcycles of youth!

                  Look how the Mississippi River

                  Turns into a puddle of tears

                  In the coffin of being unborn!
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                  If I were the size of my thumbnail

                  Instead of the size of the room I’m in,

                  Or our house in Brooklyn I’m in,

                  Or the whole world outside,

               

               
                  And if I had a dog,

                  Which is what I want,

                  And could spend more time in Woodstock, Vermont,

                  I mean Woodstock, New York,

               

               
                  And see snakes and a bear,

                  And if life was fair,

                  I would be there

                  And swim all day long

               

               
                  With my mom and my dad and my granddad,

                  And they’d be glad,

                  And I’d be good,

                  And fly on the wings of a dragonfly over the pond.
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