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Yeshiva Boys




Part I




On Purpose


“What is the purpose of your poems?”

I’m glad you asked me that

as I stand here in Mr. Ferry’s eleventh-grade English class

in Lake Forest High School

I have given a lot of thought to “purpose”

Walking with a purposeful air in New York City

has obvious benefits in the chill of the night with wind

and it’s even better when it’s no bluff

you do know where you’re going

from day to day

and you know when it’s over

so it’s like a story with a beginning middle and end

yet you could not tell me the purpose

of high school humiliation and I could not tell you

the purpose of this dream where you get up from these desks

and go to college and become lawyers or failures or soccer moms

and when you wake up you will have no recollection

of this encounter in the dark but it will linger nevertheless

and bring refreshment to your soul



A Dedication


To Henri Michaux, whose “major ordeals
of the mind and countless minor ones”
have hurt me like a wound that heals
leaving no scar, I dedicate my four major rhododendrons

and minor myrtle, day lilies, dill, rosemary,
and the underrated daisies that your mind
stores up for an afternoon nap in February,
an underrated time of year in New York, a minor time

of day, and you wonder what it means to be
an underrated pinch hitter or out-of-work mime
or even “a minor Atlantic Goethe,” who told me

a minority opinion the majority of the time
is an underrated pleasure but an overrated wish
(as is the mind’s ability to vanish)



Confessions of a Mask


These are the confessions of a mask.

I looked in the mirror and saw a ghost.

Of all lost causes I miss this one the most.

These are the questions you must not ask.

These are the oaks that once stood here.

And shall the earth be all of paradise

That we will know? Roll the dice;

These are the nights when praise turns into fear.

These are the memories of a man without a past.

Oh, I kept the first for another day!

Therefore, let us sport us while we may.

These are the reveries of a man who climbed the mast.

These are the reasons the student failed the course.

Some mute inglorious Milton

Against windmills did go tilting.

These are the seasons of a girl and her horse.

These are the days of sunlight and high skies.

Did she put on his knowledge with his power?

Unseal the earth and lift love in her shower.

These are the ways the humble man is wise.

These are the questions you must not ask.

Was it a vision or a waking dream?

Let be be finale of seem.

These are the confessions of a mask.



The Shield of a Greeting


for J.A.

Ashes that survive the aftermath of fire

Bury the past bravely, retaining

Only those messages that are least decipherable

And therefore most desirable

To be sung by the bright-eyed few remaining

Voices of our frankly foolish choir.

—December 3, 1975



Salutation


“I’ll have to ask you to repeat that.

What did you say?” “No problem.

I said you’re quite a young man to have

developed a case of amnesia as advanced

as yours.” But he was thinking of writers

who bare their souls in popular magazines.

They confess their vices in such magazines

as “Spank,” “Ms. Fortune,” and “Beat That.”

That’s the thing about ambitious middle-aged writers

who used to be young: each has a secret problem,

and if they confess it, they think it will advance

their careers. All believe they have

not been appreciated enough by lovers who have

cheated on them as by philistine editors of magazines

who commission out of hope and edit out of fear. The advance

on their next book is spent at lunch, and that

isn’t funny. Six out of ten have a drinking problem.

But when was that a bar to their need to be writers?

To write a best-seller is every writer’s

fantasy, and if you write three or four you’ll have

retirement options beyond the usual. But look at the problems

standing between you and your modest goal of magazine

publication, a tenure-track appointment, and that

sexy partner you’re trying to impress. Advance

praise has to be got from writers who’ve advanced

to the fore. To join the ranks of such writers

may, however, seem a less worthy goal now that

you’ve met the vain jerks who have

seized the means of production. Still, these problems

exist in order for you to solve them, and in your own magazine—

the apotheosis of a modern avant-garde magazine—

you may disdain to publish anyone save those with the most advanced

views, though that path may create yet more problems.

For often the most talented writers are not the writers

you’d like to have dinner with, have drinks with, even have

an elevator conversation with, about this, the other, or that.
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