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I have never subscribed to the idea that the gift of poetry is rare and that those who have the gift were born under some special star. I believe that writing poetry is a way of living a self-examined life, and that the urge to write or tell stories is innate in human beings. Though some have greater gifts than others, or better luck, or more encouragement, we all have poetry in our veins and can learn to write our best and to read with joy and insight. How we learn depends on other people, and so a biography of the writing life must be an account of all those good souls who have encouraged and taught us over the years and who have offered us resources. I like to think of myself as a  composite of other people--their enthusiasm, kindness, ideas, critiques, and sharing. The decision to be a writer is individual: like Milton, we must wrap our singing robes around ourselves and place the laurels on our own heads. But developing as a writer depends on a steady stream of teachers, colleagues, and friends.

I always wanted to be a writer, and can remember writing poems and songs from early childhood. Very soon, however, I developed an irrational fear of being successful, and would freeze up the minute anyone demonstrated approval of what I was doing. My sixth grade teacher, Mr. Nardine, was very interested in my poems, and was the first one to show me how to use a,b,c to analyze end rhyme patterns. One poem I recall was "Our Flag" which I read to my approving classmates. But I was terrified by enthusiasm, and failed in my efforts to write anything further in that class, though Mr. Nardine tried to persuade me. This anxiety persisted through college and graduate school, where I could write essays and literary studies of other people’s work, but was unable to write my own. Years later, when I was living in New York City, I underwent psychoanalysis with the great existential analyst, Herbert Holt. My anxiety had worsened to the point where I had difficulty getting through a day, much less writing a poem. As Dr. Holt helped me liberate myself, I began to believe that I could be a writer after all.

It took a family tragedy, however, to jolt me into the writing life. In 1983 my nephew, John Andrew Simpson, a delightful five-year-old we called Andrew, died of lymphoma. I turned to poetry as a way of working through my own grief and of comforting my sister Linda, Andrew's mother. The first poem I ever published, “Arithmetic of Mourning” (Pulpsmith, 1985) is about him, as is my chapbook of the same title (Arithmetic of Mourning, Green Rock Press, Seattle, 1998). I have written many poems about Andrew over the years, often in formal structures--sonnets, pantoums, villanelles--because the rigid vessels of formality provide the strongest containers for intense feeling. Though I am not a "new formalist," I believe that the discoveries of our ancestors in poetry are great legacies, to be cherished and adapted for our use. 

Back in 1983, after Andrew had died and I had written two poems about it, I mustered the courage to seek out a writing group. I called all the teaching venues in New York City to see if I could get into a poetry workshop. The 92nd Street Y, the McBurney Y, the Poetry Society of America--one by one they told me that I could not apply for a workshop with two poems. One person even told me, when I said I had only two poems, "Well go write three more!" It had taken me months to write the two I had, so I felt very discouraged. Finally I called the Academy of American Poets and said in my frustration "I know you can't help me because I've only written two poems, but is there some place where a person with only two poems can learn to write more?"  I will always be grateful to Nancy Schoenberger, currently on the faculty of the College of William and Mary, who was teaching and working at the Academy then. She got on the phone, talked to me about my writing history, asked to see some of my prose along with my two poems, and then accepted me into her workshop. She was not only a wonderful teacher, but she was supportive and positive at that delicate moment in a writer's life when potential will either blossom or go back into hiding. 


Once I was writing steadily and was well into the workshop culture in New York City, I studied with an array of excellent poets, learning something useful--sometimes many things--from each: William Matthews at the Writer's Community, Stephen Dobyns at the Poetry Society of America, Sandy McClatchey and Paul Muldoon at the  92nd Street Y, and, of course, Nancy Schoenberger at the Academy of American Poets. During this stage of my development some friends and I formed a "poetry pot-luck supper" that met every four or six weeks. Poets would come with a covered dish and some work for critiquing, while their spouses or friends would bring a contribution from their favorite poets to read to the group. Nancy, her future husband Sam Kashner, Henri Cole, Siri Von Reese, Marian Arenas, Tim Suermont , all brought work to these gatherings. Looking back, it was a wonderful way to serve my poetry apprenticeship. Many people assume that I have an M.FA. in poetry, but in fact, I attended the wonderful entrepreneurial writing program that is New York City. 

Another poet who encouraged me at my earliest stage was Chris Llewellyn who was in the novitiate with me in the Episcopal Order of Saint Helena, in the late 1970s before I went to live in New York City. Neither of us stayed in the community for very long--it's one of those things that seems like a splendid idea at the time but whose romance melts away in the bright light of reality (unless, of course, you have a true vocation). But she and I both came away with new inspiration: Chris, to write her Whitman Award-winning collection Fragments in the Fire, about the Triangle Shirtwaist tragedy, and I to write about being in a convent. Chris was very tactful and supportive over early efforts of mine that make me blush today. 

 It would be many years before I could tell anyone that I had tried my vocation, however--I thought people would think I was crazy, or a fanatic. Henri Cole was the one who convinced me to come out of the closet about having been in a convent. I knew Henri from the Academy where he had been director, but it was at Yaddo, the artist colony in Saratoga Springs, New York, that I told him about how miserable I was because I had a secret I couldn't bring myself to tell. He persuaded me that my experiences would make wonderful poetry that many people would want to read. I spent my time at Yaddo that summer writing a group of poems that were immediately published in Ploughshares and Indiana Review, so Henri was right, not only about the poems, but about the liberating power of telling the truth.

Finally, one of the most sustained and beautiful forms of encouragement and support I have received is from the Corporation of Yaddo,  in Saratoga Springs, where I have spent nine wonderful summers. By 1989 I had published a fair amount of poetry and felt ready to apply to artist colonies. I was writing a libretto for the composer Ivana Themmen, based on Zola's Thérèse Raquin, and hoped to go either to Yaddo or MacDowell Colony to complete it. I had been warned that it takes three years of applications to get accepted at a colony, so I figured I would apply and maybe get to go in 1991 or 1992. Much to my amazement, and that of all my friends--some who could not mask their surprise ("You  got into Yaddo?") --I was accepted for the summer of 1989 and again for the summer of 1990. Going there, for me, was like being an ugly duckling who found her choir of swans.

It was in the summer of 1990--full of hilarity at the dinner table and whiffle ball in the evenings--that the novelist and éminance grise of Yaddo, Joseph Caldwell, asked me if I wanted to be a summer assistant to the president the following year. Yaddo has two artists in residence in the summer who help guests get settled, answer questions, and provide an unobtrusive, helpful  presence. For that easy service the summer assistants get to stay as long as they like and return as often as needed. It's the world's best gig and thanks to Joe, I am one of a small tribe who have it. I return to Yaddo as often as I can, and have written my best work there. Indeed,  I can do very little work during the year, and save my real writing for Yaddo. I have met hundreds of artists, composers, poets, and writers of all kinds, and have had my world expanded again and again. Joe and I always joke about what I'll do "when I make it big in poetry." I'll give my millions to Yaddo in gratitude to Spencer and Katrina Trask, who founded Yaddo after their children died and they had no heirs. They invented the artist colony by willing their estate to the artists of the future. I am always surprised when I remember that two of the people who have encouraged me the most  in my artistic life died so many decades before I was born. 

I live in Seattle now, where I am an Associate Professor of English teaching literature and poetry. I am interested in experimental forms of poetry and computer mediated arts--I spent my sabbatical in 2000-2001 at MIT studying comparative media and learning to make digital film. I don't know where my creative interests will take me, but I will always see poetry as my first art.

The following poems are arranged in the order I wrote them—though I can’t remember the exact years anymore, and the order is an approximation. I work on many poems simultaneously, so none of them have birthdays. Publication dates are often years later than the poem was actually written. 

UNREASONABLE WOMAN: This poem, published in The Iowa Review  in 1989, was one of the few that came to me all in one piece, with no revision. I believe that writing is re-writing, so this was a rare exception to my normal process--a gift.

WHEN A FRESH, YOUNG GIRL: I always felt guilty about my bad behavior as a college freshman at the University of Florida, where boys outnumbered girls five to one in those days. I had dates for breakfast, lunch and dinner--too much of a good things spoils a person! This poem was published in Verse in 1998.

LIPSTICK: "Lipstick" is a favorite at readings. It was published in Contact II in 1991. I wish I had seen the call for poems when the anthology entitled  When I am an Old Woman I Shall Wear Purple came out--this would have been a perfect addition.
THE RAPE OF THE SABINE WOMEN: I lived in Rome from the ages of 14 to 17 and attended the International School there. My family lived in a beautiful villa overlooking the Tiber valley in the little town of Labaro, 14 kilometers outside the city. It was the most formative experience of my life, but difficult, as adolescence is for most people. Adults can be cruel without ever realizing it, as these were. This poem was published in Kalliope in 1994, a  finalist for the Sue Saniel Elkind Poetry Contest.
ARS POETICA: Everyone writes an "Ars Poetica" eventually, and I wrote this one fairly early in my writing life. I'm not sure I agree anymore that "seeing is enough"--there's a lot more to it than that. But seeing is a lot--I'll always agree with myself on that point. This was published in the Iowa Review twice--in 1989 and 1990.

BEFORE: My grandmother died of breast cancer, a disease that has troubled some of the women in my family. This poem was the result of a scare I had the summer I moved to Seattle. While everything turned out well, I had a vision of things to come. Maxine Kumin chose this poem as one of the winners of the Sue Saniel Elkind Prize, and it was published in Kalliope  in 1998.
SMOKE OFFERING: This is part of the sequence of poems I wrote about my two years as a novice in an Episcopal religious order. "My sister in Christ" is Chris Llewellyn, the wonderful poet who entered with me and left a few months before I did. We have remained sisters in poetry. "Smoke Offering" was published in Indiana Review in 1995.

RED HAND/WHITE MAN: I moved to Seattle in 1994 to accept a position on the faculty of Seattle University. Coming from the East, I was struck by cultural differences that are transparent to natives and that have become transparent to me now. I'm glad I wrote this poem when the strangeness was still on me.

THE TIMES: I was at Yaddo the summer that John Kennedy, Jr. went down in an airplane, and was moved to write this poem, which also refers to Christopher Reeves and the interminable conflicts in the Balkan states. Though I wrote it a year before 9/11/01, it  has even more resonance for me now,  in the wake of that disaster in my beloved city. Joe Caldwell and I were sitting together in the Trinity Churchyard two weeks before it was buried in rubble from the World Trade Center.  I am often prompted by others' misfortunes to think "Why them and not me?"

ABOUT TREES: That same summer at Yaddo I had "taken the waters" at the Roosevelt Spa and was lying on the grass in the Saratoga Springs park in perfect relaxation, gazing at a beautiful tree. It was huge, old, and perfectly symmetrical, having grown freely without any buildings or woods around it. I felt sorry that I couldn't identify it by species or genus, and  then began to wonder what I could know about it just by meditating. This is what I discovered.

ANNUNCIATION and THE TRAVELLERS: These two poems  are part of a long sequence I am writing on the New Testament that I call "Yeshua." I've  written ten poems so far, though only the two earliest have been  published: "Christ Rebuked the Waves," and "He Summoned the Twelve" in Verse in 1996. Each of the poems incorporates the 14 end-rhymes from a Shakespearean sonnet--a form I thought I had invented, but which my Yaddo friend, poet Dean Kostos,  told me was a variation on a  French form called "bouts-rimé." The fourteen words  make composition difficult, but they take me places I could never get to on my own. In an odd way, the Shakespearean sonnets  resonate unexpectedly with my finished poems, though I never look at the content of Shakespeare's sonnet when I prepare to write my poem--only the fourteen  end rhymes. I expect this to be a  lifelong project.

UNREASONABLE WOMAN

Sometimes, alone at home, I say into the air

"Bastard! Thieves!" or sometimes,

"I love you" to nobody, in order to hear

my voice, and to address the people

who ought to have been here, fighting

with me, whom I could resent for hemming 

me in so that I could never have 

this solitude. For not loving me enough,

or not appreciating my feelings.

"I love you" I say to the one 

who did not believe me, who never came here,

that thief, who let my hair grow gray 

without him, that bastard.

WHEN A FRESH, YOUNG GIRL

I was crazy, coy.

I would lure a boy into Lamda Woods

and make him desperate--

drawing him with my hands into that lost moment:

loss of awareness,

loss of control,

then slap him--

hard--

and leave him: drawers down, 

entangled in moss and leaves, 

calling to me as the ocean of woods 

widened in my wake:

a faint, baffled call 

like a faltering bird

or the dove--

surrounded by losses,

solitary

in the emptying world.

LIPSTICK

When I'm old, and my breasts 

hang against my chest

like empty pockets;

when my irises have turned milky, 

and the creases in my face 

look like a drawstring bag --

then I'll wear the reddest lipstick

I can get, the scarlet kind you

find at Woolworth's for 99 cents. 

I'll be one of those old ladies 

whose smeary red lips stand like a tent-pole 

in the middle of my face,

holding up the center no matter how 

the rest flags in folds around. 

I will fly this red banner as if to say:

Look at me! 

You, too, will die by the inch

from the outside in:

but if you ever had a night with a man 

who really, really likes women,

your memories live in the lips!

They grin long past the time 

your joints could hold them up. 

These memories live in the mouth, 

the old, red mouth, 

just like that young one,

just like that hidden one,

when the body was glorious!

THE RAPE OF THE SABINE WOMEN

When we lived in Rome, ex-neighbors from America came to dinner

at our family's villa: a pair of child psychologists and their bratty son.

I was in love with the Beatles--a phenomenon among young people

the newspapers tried to interpret. (My mother said it was just like

Nelson Eddy or Frank Sinatra so what was all the fuss about?)

But the Ph.D.s, over their hors d'oevres, insisted that I play

my precious record--they wanted to observe me

in the throes of my obsession (they were laughing--

I was to understand their good intentions).

And so "Love Me, Do" filled our wide, marbled living room, floating

through the french doors, over the garden, the Tiber river,

the Sabine Hills. I was mortified.

They peered at me, this doctor and this doctor-wife,

ignoring their own child in the garden throwing gravel 

at our tomato vines. They seemed to have x-ray eyes. 

Behavior is our special domain, the husband told my parents. 

We're curious to know why this music prompts hysteria. 

He turned on me: What do you see in it?

I flushed; I mumbled; I picked my nails; I put my finger in my mouth.

We had a pillar in my living room, with a bas relief of nude Diana,

the huntress with her bow and arrow, a fawn at her feet:

I hid my eyes on her.

They laughed. They had sharp faces, like the goat people

who sneer and dance on friezes. It's pure sexuality, isn't it?

(His half-smile on me, his slit, skeptical lids).

My mother took the record off. Let's listen to Montovani, she said.

Sharon, go set the table, and I fled upstairs to my room.

Sitting on my bed, looking over the balcony at the flat,

wide river, the Sabine Hills, I wondered

about those violated women, and how anything so bad could happen

on such quiet, cultivated ground.

I had seen Bernini's ravished girls, their swarm of abducting Romans--

marble fingers pressing into white, marble flesh.

My eyes were red, but I had to go back downstairs.

I rubbed my sandaled foot over the pink-veined floor,

my hands fastened on the alabaster balustrade.

Staring at the distant, undulating hills, the wide, wet

river running in between, I realized the advantages of marble: 

it's hardness, it's coolness, it's way of stopping things;

It's way of making things not happen next.

ARS POETICA

I.

A young woman with orange hair, 

wearing white anklets, 

tight skirt

with black and red zig-zags,

is walking down fifth avenue.

You wouldn't know she was there

if I didn't tell you,

or about the five inch spikes

on her heels, and the tiny-footed 

dog with the chinese face she leads on a yellow string. 

You wouldn't see the businessmen 

swing their heads involuntarily

to see her breasts bounce

under the white ribbed tee shirt.

Why should I know that? you say.

Will it find me a job 

or make my lover take me back?

Will it buy me a burger

and a big fries?

And then I say: You ask 

the wrong questions.

Better to ask:

Could you see her nipples?

Was she smiling?

II.

There is a madman standing on the corner of fifty-seventh and fifth.

He believes his is clad in barbed wire from head to foot.

He takes tiny steps so he won't feel the barbs too deeply.

He talks funny so his cheeks won't bleed.

The people hurry by and don't look:

they have their own worries.

He cries for help, gives detailed directions to a hardware store, 

but he can't move his mouth, so they don't understand 

what he's shouting: Buy me some wire clippers! I promise

to pay you back!  But only Tiffany's and Saks

and fancy shops are near--fine scissors for cutting

gold links don't work on barbed wire.

He works his way down fifth, weeping and mumbling.

He sees a yellow string from the edge of his eye--

a dog leading a girl--neither one the type

a guy like him ever got near to,

even before--when he was young, and not wired.

So what's the point, you say. Should I

be glad I'm not crazy? I point

the way my mother taught me not to--See? See?

See him, barbed and unbarbed.

III.

A man in a suit, a fine suit,

not a loud or obvious suit,

a fine stripe, but not too

dignified--just right, the suit

stripe matching the shirt stripe--

not precisely, but just enough

to look fine, clean--a stylish

combination--with french cuffs,

gold cufflinks and tie tack;

a rep tie with broad blue

stripe--silk, maroon background

(the tie is central--everything

depends upon the right tie);

a man in a fine suit strides

toward lunch at Rumplemeyer's.

He sees himself reflected 

in the window at Tiffany's--

sees his face in the window-

dressing: Indian king, a diamond

in his forehead, gilded elephant,

mahout with a ruby prod--he likes

what he sees: his hairline 

is holding its own. He smiles, 

a match for the elegant crowd 

around him, and the girls, 

girls with circus hips that swing

like a trapeze in a Big Top:

breasts jounce and bow. There goes

a freakish dog with a spike-heeled

showgirl in the lead. There goes

a screaming Tom O'Bedlam--a side-

show for the man in a fine suit,

on a great street at lunchtime.

OK, you say, I see him,

and so what? That's enough

I say. Seeing is enough.

BEFORE

Walk nude through the house, 

holding a breast in each hand,

feeling their liquid weight shift 

as you walk; feeling, 

as you lift them up, 

that you are young again, 

that they are at once your children 

and yourself; knowing

that these companions rise and fall 

in solidarity with you; that you 

may have to give them up

one by one

to save yourself; 

that they will be sacrificed, 

these flowing solids, 

these kissing stations, 

these secret reservoirs, 

for you; knowing 

that you will keen for them

as for lost children, feel the guilty

weight of blood money. 

Walk naked through the house, 

hold them now, as you might cherish 

your old parents, 

your memories of youth:

ask forgiveness, be reconciled,

before they go.

SMOKE OFFERING

My sister in Christ and I would hide 

behind the guest house and smoke cigarettes, 

clouds rising like incense, staining our breaths. 

We would gargle in our cells and flap our habits 

out the window to mask the smell. We would tell 

each other stories of boyfriends and abortions 

to remind ourselves of our bodies. 

I went from Benson and Hedges Menthol Lights

to Marlboro Filters to Pall Mall, inhaling deeper 

all the time. I longed for Gallois or 

hashish, a meerschaum pipe, and a ten-inch 

cigarette holder to clamp between my teeth;

for Thai Gold in a hubbly-bubbly 

and an opium pipe, for pot in a Power-Hitter. 

I wanted to cram my nose with snuff 

and to stuff my my cheeks

with chaw, as if all life

were reduced to mucous membranes

and bronchial tubes.

I wanted to spit tobacco juice

into a brass spittoon and make it ring

like the Angelus
RED HAND/WHITE MAN

In New York, they don't mince words. 

The signs on the corners say WALK 

or they say DON'T WALK. The people 

then do as they please. 

In Seattle, the situation is less direct.

There are symbols on the corners--

these could mean anything.

For instance, one symbol is a Red Hand,

palm out, like an Indian Chief.

It seems to say How

or even Peace, Kimo Sabe!

Could this be the hand of Chief Seattle, 

greeting you gravely, cordially, 

at every corner?

But suddenly, the hand grows agitated,

as though the Chief has changed his mind

and might lunge for your neck with a yelp! 

His hand, which was merely red before,

now appears to be bloody. It flashes

faster and faster, as if pushing you backwards.

This may mean that you, with your briefcase, 

your grocery bag, or your child by the hand

pose some inscrutable threat, 

so that now his hand seems abject

and pleading: STOP! STOP!

But then another symbol appears: 

a White Man, striding. This man faces West.

This man swings his arms--he is a whole man,

not just a piece of a man like the Indian Chief. 

This man has legs. He has a head.

How can the disembodied Red Hand 

stand up to this? The White Man says 

WALK to the corner, WALK to the Bay, 

WALK to ends of the earth!

The Red Hand and the White Man  

contend on every corner. Who, in Seattle, can 

cross the street in peace?

THE TIMES

Death sends me messages 

through the newspaper.

Some famous person goes down in a plane

or falls on his head and can never move again.

Whole countries chase each other out of town

and kill the menfolk, until the victims turn around 

and chase their tormenters. They hunt down

the mother's little darlings

and throw them into shallow graves. 

The photos in the papers

are like Old Masters--women in head scarves

hands upraised, compositions of despair.

You will go there, the message reads,

sooner or later. I put down the paper,

trim my toe nails, make lists of things to do:

Hold on to the banister.

Look both ways.

Wear your seat belt.

Don't look men with tattoos who pass you on the street

in the face.

Nevertheless, 

my mother's little darling

if not shot with an Uzi, thrown from a stallion, 

or crash landed in the Atlantic

will end up as an inch (or, if fortune smiles) two inches

of newsprint.

ABOUT TREES

They are bigger than we are, and slower. They grow 

every day at such a pace, we can't notice. 

Trees do not act: they are acted upon. 

Do you think that beech or that maple is tossing its leaves in the wind? 

The earth is creating currents in air that simulate dance. 

Trees neither dance nor make music with their leaves.

They are instruments, like clarinets

or kettle drums: they wait for hurricanes 

and woodpeckers to play them. 

Yet, like the Stradivarius, 

a tree cannot hear itself. 

Trees are deaf. Their rustling and tapping, 

the high notes of rain 

dripping bough upon bough 

is lost upon them. 

A tree cannot hear squirrels scamper their nails along its side, 

or the crow clearing its throat. 

Furthermore, trees are blind. 

Bluebirds, parakeets, rufous-breasted cockatoos 

may as well be sleet gray 

for all a tree knows. Even its own leaves--fuschia, turquoise, 

every shade of green--are blank transparencies to a tree. 

The gum cannot taste its chicle, nor the maple its syrup; 

a pine can't smell its perfume, sharp as needles, 

rising around it in the rain. 

Instead, they feel. 

Trees 

are entirely tactile. 

They know birds by weight and claw--

the heavy ones, the tickling ones, the ones who burrow 

with something pointed. 

Squirrels are a pattern of prickling roads; 

monkeys, chimpanzees are scattering rhythms; 

the sleeping lion heft, only heft. 

Trees 

get cold get warm their fluids rise and fall. 

Trees 

die so slowly they can't notice, 

can't hear it or taste it coming, 

can't smell something sour or see the brown patch 

creeping down the limb. They don't know they are gnarled, 

that their roots are poking through the sidewalk,

that creatures cluster in their shade or feast on their fruit. 

Time 

is nothing 

to a tree, 

they are so much bigger than we 

are, 

so much 

slower.

ANNUNCIATION

(Sonnet 127)

I.  In the Cortona fresco, her complexion is fair: 

sapphire eyes, topaz hair--the face of a courteous girl.

Her nimbus is a crystal wedding plate.

The Evangelist says the angel's name is Gabriel:

God is Power. Angelico gives him impetuous wings 

flung up behind him like exclamations. 

His lily hands point in two directions: the left up to heaven, 

the right at the heart of the girl.

His nimbus is a golden coin.

They lean in to each other. The archangel whispers

Father, heir, favor.

The virgin's face says Yes. 

Her hands form wings like a dove 

across her breast.




II.  The Masters tell this story in infinite versions:

her face expresses fear, or confidence, or shame.

His head is bowed, he kneels, or levitates on a cloud.

He is humble. He radiates power. She trembles. Her face

is serene. He holds out a palm frond, an olive branch, a scepter.

Her hands are folded, hold a lily, a rose, 

a little book of psalms. Or else the book is on her knee, 

has tumbled to the floor. Her finds her in a cloister,

a gothic niche, a bower. The sky is empty,

with a moon, full of stars, or clouds of angels each

with a golden coin. Or a bust of the Heavenly Father floats

with the Holy Spirit amid ribbons of scripture:

Hail or Ave, Miriam!
Mary! Maria!

The one filled with willingness, charm, 

or finesse.

III.  Inside the reliquary of devotion

is a girl threatened with disgrace, hustled

into marriage. No festivities for her!

The necessary courage: live with a black mark 

against the family tree, seem normal in the 

tsk and alack of community, 

regain esteem, be truly married to the man 

who takes you in the woe of isolation 

and so learn to mother 

the one who doesn't know 

and cannot care, 

at least in infancy, 

how he got there.
THE TRAVELLERS

(Sonnet 14)
They appeared on the brink of Judea, like the pluck

of a tuning string: Gatháspa, Melchias, Pudizar,

their shared language astronomy (unscrolling their charts, 

gesticulating at the sky). It wasn't luck

that brought them together in the desert,

but the quality of their separate magic. 

Truth to tell, the ushering star 

was combined with the old constellations, 

and when wind whipped clouds through the chilly night,

they couldn't see anything very well.

Until they found each other they had begun to doubt

they would find anyone, much less a monarch 

nobody knew about. 

But now they were three: a Babylonian mage, 

a Persian seer, and from the land of Ind

a wizard who could derive gold from the ores of Malabar. 

Now they had their triple art to take them 

toward the thing they sought: a Hebrew king 

in the nest of Rome.

Then imagine their alarm 

when they found the king a newborn 

in a lean-to of date fronds and olive branches.

How quickly they erected an incense altar 

to ward off the seven evil demons! 

How they sang incantations, wove spells against Pazuzu 

who brings contagion, and Lamashtu

who poisons breast milk. They tried to explain,

through clouds of myrrh and cinnamon, 

which rites the baffled parents should perform.

But the girl and her old spouse seemed as innocent of danger 

as the infant son, or the sheep and mules 

they sat among. Gatháspa pressed an amulet of gold 

into the father's fist: Keep it no matter what 

he insisted in his tongue so that Namtaru 

will not take him to the underworld!
They left the parents plenty of resins, oils,

and francincense to burn, though doubted

they'd comply with instructions. 

Each magus thought sadly, turning back to the East:

This poor little king  will  die. 

May the gods hide his name from the evil ones.
