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The Clasp

She was four, he was one, it was raining, we had colds,
we had been in the apartment two weeks straight,

I grabbed her to keep her from shoving him over on his
tace, again, and when I had her wrist

in my grasp I compressed it fiercely, for almost a
second, to make an impression on her,

to hurt her, our beloved firstborn, I even nearly
savored the stinging sensation of the squeezing, the
expression, mnto her, of my anger,

"Never, never again," the righteous

chant accompanying the clasp. It happened very
fast—grab, crush, crush,

crush, release—and at the first extra

force, she swung her head, as if checking

who this was, and looked at me,

and saw me—yes, this was her mom,

her mom was doing this. Her dark,

deeply open eyes took me

in, she knew me, in the shock of the moment

she learned me. This was her mother, one of the
two whom she most loved, the two

who loved her most, near the source of love

was this.

The Death of Marilyn Monroe

The ambulance men touched her cold
body, lifted it, heavy as iron,

onto the stretcher, tried to close the
mouth, closed the eyes, tied the

arms to the sides, moved a caught

strand of hair, as if it mattered,

saw the shape of her breasts, flattened by
gravity, under the sheet



carried her, as if it were she,
down the steps.

These men were never the same. They went out
afterwards, as they always did,

for a drink or two, but they could not meet
each other's eyes.

Their lives took

a turn-one had nightmares, strange
pains, impotence, depression‘ One did not

like his work, his wife looked

different, his kids. Even death

seemed different to him-a place where she
would be waiting,

and one found himself standing at night

in the doorway to a room of sleep, listening to a
woman breathing, just an ordinary

woman

breathing.
May 1968

When the Dean said we could not cross campus
until the students gave up the buildings,

we lay down, in the street,

we said the cops will enter this gate

over us. Lying back on the cobbles,

I saw the buildings of New York City

from dirt level, they soared up

and stopped, chopped off--above them, the sky,
the night air over the island.

The mounted police moved, near us,

while we sang, and then I began to count,
12,13, 14, 15,

I counted again, 15, 16, one

month since the day on that deserted beach,

17, 18, my mouth fell open,

my hair on the street,



if my period did not come tonight

I was pregnant. I could see the sole of a cop's
shoe, the gelding's belly, its genitals--

if they took me to Women's Detention and did
the exam on me, the speculum,

the fingers--I gazed into the horse's tail

like a comet-train. All week, I had

thought about getting arrested, half-longed
to give myself away. On the tar--

one brain in my head, another,

in the making, near the base of my tail--

I looked at the steel arc of the horse's

shoe, the curve of its belly, the cop's
nightstick, the buildings streaming up

away from the earth. I knew I should get up
and leave, but | lay there looking at the space
above us, until it turned deep blue and then
ashy, colorless, Give me this one

night, I thought, and I'll give this child

the rest of my life, the horse's heads,

this time, drooping, dipping, until

they slept in a circle around my body and my daughter

The Language of the Brag

I have wanted excellence in the knife-throw,

I have wanted to use my exceptionally strong and accurate arms
and my straight posture and quick electric muscles
to achieve something at the center of a crowd,

the blade piercing the bark deep,

the haft slowly and heavily vibrating like the cock.

I have wanted some epic use for my excellent body,
some heroism, some American achievement

beyond the ordinary for my extraordinary self,
magnetic and tensile, I have stood by the sandlot
and watched the boys play.

I have wanted courage, I have thought about fire

and the crossing of waterfalls, I have dragged around
my belly big with cowardice and safety,



stool charcoal from the iron pills,

huge breasts leaking colostrum,

legs swelling, hands swelling,

face swelling and reddening, hair

falling out, inner sex

stabbed and stabbed again with pain like a knife.
I have lain down.

I have lain down and sweated and shaken

and passed blood and shit and water and

slowly alone in the center of a circle I have
passed the new person out

and they have lifted the new person free of the act
and wiped the new person free of that

language of blood like praise all over the body.

I have done what you wanted to do, Walt Whitman,
Allen Ginsberg, I have done this thing,

I and the other women this exceptional

act with the exceptional heroic body,

this giving birth, this glistening verb,

and I am putting my proud American boast
right here with the others.

The Diagnosis

By the time I was six months old, she knew something
was wrong with me. I got looks on my face

she had not seen on any child

in the family, or the extended family,

or the neighborhood. My mother took me in

to the pediatrician with the kind hands,

a doctor with a name like a suit size for a wheel:
Hub Long. My mom did not tell him

what she thought in truth, that I was Possessed.
It was just these strange looks on my face—

he held me, and conversed with me,

chatting as one does with a baby, and my mother
said, She’s doing it now! Look!

She’s doing it now! and the doctor said,

What your daughter has

is called a sense



of humor. Ohhh, she said, and took me
back to the house where that sense would be tested
and found to be incurable.

I Go Back to May 1937

I see them standing at the formal gates of their colleges,
I see my father strolling out

under the ochre sandstone arch, the

red tiles glinting like bent

plates of blood behind his head, I

see my mother with a few light books at her hip
standing at the pillar made of tiny bricks,

the wrought-iron gate still open behind her, its
sword-tips aglow in the May air,

they are about to graduate, they are about to get married,
they are kids, they are dumb, all they know is they are
innocent, they would never hurt anybody.

I want to go up to them and say Stop,

don’t do it—she’s the wrong woman,

he’s the wrong man, you are going to do things

you cannot imagine you would ever do,

you are going to do bad things to children,

you are going to suffer in ways you have not heard of,
you are going to want to die. I want to go

up to them there in the late May sunlight and say it,
her hungry pretty face turning to me,

her pitiful beautiful untouched body,

his arrogant handsome face turning to me,

his pitiful beautiful untouched body,

but I don’t do it. I want to live. I

take them up like the male and female

paper dolls and bang them together

at the hips, like chips of flint, as if to

strike sparks from them, I say

Do what you are going to do, and I will tell about it.



Mrs. Krikorian

She saved me. When I arrived in 6th grade,

a known criminal, the new teacher

asked me to stay after school the first day, she said
I've heard about you. She was a tall woman,

with a deep crevice between her breasts,

and a large, calm nose. She said,

This is a special library pass.

As soon as you finish your hour's work—

that hour's work that took ten minutes

and then the devil glanced into the room

and found me empty, a house standing open—
you can go to the library. Every hour

I'd zip through the work in a dash and slip out of my
seat as if out of God's side and sail

down to the library, solo through the empty
powerful halls, flash my pass

and stroll over to the dictionary

to look up the most interesting word

I knew, spank, dipping two fingers

into the jar of library paste to

suck that tart mucilage as I

came to the page with the cocker spaniel's

silks curling up like the fine steam of the body.
After spank, and breast, I'd move on

to Abe Lincoln and Helen Keller,

safe in their goodness till the bell, thanks

to Mrs. Krikorian, amiable giantess

with the kind eyes. When she asked me to write

a play, and direct it, and it was a flop, and I

hid in the coat-closet, she brought me a candy—cane
as you lay a peppermint on the tongue, and the worm
will come up out of the bowel to get it.

And so I was emptied of Lucifer

and filled with school glue and eros and

Amelia Earhart, saved by Mrs. Krikorian.

And who had saved Mrs. Krikorian?

When the Turks came across Armenia, who

slid her into the belly of a quilt, who



locked her in a chest, who mailed her to America?
And that one, who saved her, and that one—
who saved her, to save the one

who saved Mrs. Krikorian, who was

standing there on the sill of 6th grade, a
wide-hipped angel, smokey hair

standing up weightless all around her head?

I end up owing my soul to so many,

to the Armenian nation, one more soul someone
jammed behind a stove, drove

deep into a crack in a wall,

shoved under a bed. I would wake

up, in the morning, under my bed—not
knowing how I had got there—and lie

in the dusk, the dustballs beside my face

round and ashen, shining slighdy

with the eerie comfort of what is neither good nor evil.



