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A POETS' GUILD 
Though the branches here are hung with many lyres, 
a place has been reserved for mine, it seems. 

A. Akh matova 

You left me my lips, and they shape words, 
even in silence. 

O. Mandelstam 

My mother's name is Anna, 
My father's Mandelstam. 

I was born in forty-three, 
I n the middle of our war. 

Shining, they found me 
Waiting in Africa's blue air. 

With their tongues like bears, 
They licked me to deep flame. 

From steppes filled with prints of wolves 
I heard their names in children's songs. 

He died before my birth 
But not before my time. 

She I ived two decades more 
Claiming her rightful name. 

Mother, father, I take your hand to walk your way. 
Give me the lips to shape your names. 
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FOR OUR HEALTH 

Menke, singer of the milky way, 
Poet of potatoes 
You know sorcerers and fortune tellers 
On the trampled pig street of Michalishkek. 
With wine we weave our sou Is 
Across my meatless table. 
Tell me: Did Grandpa know them too 

the burning village in Lithuania? 

Sapphire lights in my crazy eye. 

All else is black but the silver speckle 

Off my doctor's face. 

He talks in the dark 

And shoots me with an ice-blue beam. 

The room smells arcane. 


She sifts grain through her fingers, 

Gesare in pale cowries, 

Sucking at her breath like hail. 

Small millet sputters in the ash 

And fine smoke rises from three stones 

And seeps through the straw roof. 

She divines my ailments: 

Lightning at my New York home, 

My wife with her back in pain. 

A black goat to kill, she says. 

One black goat for ghosts. 


Let us drink our rubies 

And taste the honey. 

Cheap crystal will do. 

A chime, and we tingle with life. 
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LOST TRIBE 


Which tribe is my tribe? 

Of what marble am I born? 

In my pocket are my connections: 

A key for a double deadlock, 

A wallet fat with plastic. 

Lower down Moses calls on a flute. 

There is the odor of musk and fur, 

Amd it is Adam and it is Eve 

And there is a deer in the silent woods, 

A wild horse on the ocean beach. 
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OLD FRIENDS SUMMER LESSONS 

I am nearly blind Put to bed but not asleep
On my boyhood street: I heard her whisper, 
A waterhead boy 

"I lost one after the first. 
Rides a carriage 

We began to adopt
Like a fairyland pumpkin 

To give him a worthy companion.
Past sycamores and hedges. 

Then this one came along. " 
There's a butcher's boy 

With a metal plate for brains. 


At our summer bungalow 
And a horse sprawled dead, 

I learned to defy gravity 
Its tongue swimming on the sewer grate. 

And rode a bicycle, 
The alley is a crypt for dead cats. 

Swallowed half the lake 
In the basement, a wounded gunman. 

But learned to swim,
Deaf and dumb, husband and wife 

Waited weekends to see
Signal with wormy fingers. 

My father and his white DeSoto. 

In dream-lit nights 
In our apartment that autumn

I talk to old Brooklyn friends. 
I rifled private drawers 

Looking for proof of my past, 

Expecting a ghost to tap me 

And claim his place for mine. 

I thought my brother would say, 

"Bring this one back. I'm tired now." 
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THINKING FATHER'S DYING 

Through Brooklyn streets 

Streaking past red and yellow lights 

The Pontiac racing behind the ambulance speeding 

Father off, 

We trailed the terrible van, 

The pulsing siren pushing all traffic aside 

Like Moses parting the water. 

We raced behind. 


More than this. 

The smi Ie on my face 

As we dashed through the streets 

Dancing to the siren's freedom song. 
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BORN WITH A PENIS STUMP 

A nib-

Like a firethorn cherry 
They'll fold into 

Walls built with razors 

And with skin blended from thighs, 

Create protuberances with needles and pills: 

The double-life 

And no one the wiser. 


My father owned a bakery once 

And I put my hands into the long bins 

To feel the dough moist and warm. 

I sat in my mother's closet 

And rubbed my cheek on her Persian coat 

And caressed her mink muff. 

I ran my finger down pleats 

Of accordion bellows and stood 

In front of mirrors pulling myself 

Backwards into imagined cleaves. 


But what is it 

For another to flower within, 

To bleed in triumph with the moon, 

To moisten like my mouth 

And burst invisible, again and again? 
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BLUE HORSES 

Blue horses clutch her chest 
Blue horses caress her breasts 
Upside down 
On her back 
Down her arms 
A silent stampede 
Breathless 
Without mist 

Horses she dreamt 
I n the flow of first blood 
Hours moist in meadows alone 
Steaming in morning dew 

Cerulean and silk 
They ride her. 

THE GUINEA WORM DISEASE 

If I had gone west in Africa 
I nstead of east, 
I might have carried a coiled worm 
A year's emerging from my navel. 
And it would have fastened itself 
Around my waist, 
Knowing to kill it 
Wou Id be to ki II me too. 
By day I cou Id hide it 
Under my shirt, 
Complaining a little about 
My fat belly. 
At night I could 
Run my thumb down its body, 
Call it by name, 
Suckle its soft mouth 
At my breast. 
Only sorcerers' rites 
Could bring my wife 
Back to bed with me 
If I had gone west in Africa 
I nstead of east. 

12 
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WHAT I KNOW 

Such skills I have: 

11 	 Clipping a heavy ram's hooves, 
Pruning the thin limbs of coffee trees. \~ I can ride a subway in four cities, 

"\ 	 Speak a language and a half 
And with a nudge tease scholarly words 
Out of hiding. 
My tongue can find its way 
In your darkness 
Sweetened with cocoa and curacao, 
Softened by a decade in tandem, 
Chastened by our two children 
Sleeping their separate lives. 

photo by Arthur Dobrin 
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SEPARATE VACATIONS 

When you were gone 
And it was the coldest April day, 
The cat slept beside me. 
Purring her innocent motor, 
She put her paw on my chest 

And I thought it was you 

Having a dream. 

Were you missed, 

You wanted to know. 

I heard the clock turn the minutes 

And saw the sun rise behind the budding maple. 

I fed the cat, talking a little to myself. 


ADOPTED 

I look 
For my ancestors' graves 
But where are they? 
Cossacks didn't bury 
Their victims. 
My names are lost 
In transit and Lithuania 
Never was a country. 
Which way is home? 
You are not alone, Kikora. 
My hand, your brother's, 
Your mother's mouth we touch. 
And the smell of your hair on the pillow. 

16 
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MY DAUGHTER'S DOWRY 

This you 
The gold of Africa's sun 

Bathing a boma of straw; 

Gospel singing to close the sores. 

And your other part, 

Chosen to keep the Word 

In two thousand years of wandering. 

This is yours, 

You who came to us 

The color of fawn, 

African girl, 

Daughter of Jerusalem. 


photo by Arthur Dobrin 
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A MIME AND KIKORA AT SIX 

Monsters from their perch 

Grinned down on the square. 

Church bells pealed in applause 

And angels fluttered their wings. 

Not knowing each other's language, 

He talked in silence with slippers 

And painted lips and you answered. 

Catching your eye like a brother, 

He walked a tightrope on the ground 

To reach you through a field 

Of concrete flowers. 

He offered a bouquet and ice-cream. 

You spoke the same smile. 

Paris was built for this. 


SLEEPING CHILD 

Once again 
You are off before I am 
And I sit beside you 
Smelling your soft breath 
Rise and fall in your dreams. 
It is summer. 
You lie naked 
And fly out through the window. 
But I hold you here forever 
By the stars and sleeping birds 
In our sour cherry tree. 
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HOW I'D LIKE TO DIEELEGY FOR PAULA 

Like a condor in clear skies, You open your eyes 
The slightest breeze keeps me up.And manage, 
Softly, in slow circles, "1 love the colors 
I drift downard in final descent. Of your shirt." 
With the shift of my palm And I am the earth and sky, 
I head for fallow ground. Your front porch, a cat, cello. 
Ancient mounds built to feathered gods 
Beckon on hills worn round. Below the cancer room 
And I am ablaze like the phoenix. A chapel blue and carmine 


Filled with angels and my tears. 

If there is god, 

It is this bright window. 


In beauty 

You came to me, 

Painting me in your light. 

In harmony 

You leave me, 

Shadow and lace. 
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SAYING MY NAME OUT LOUD 

It turns over 
Like sod in spring 

And hesitantly from 

My darkened center rises: 

Arthur. 

From afar and softly: 

Arthur. 

Saying it aloud 

It quavers, then strengthens 

And stands before me: 

Arthur. 

Rolling like Stonehenge thunder: 

Arthur 

Arthur. 

Now my own 

This very name, 

As rich as honey mead, 

As mine as my finger or foot: 

Arthur 

Arthur 
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Arthur Dobrin was born in Brooklyn in 1943. He earned his B.A. in 
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