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For my boys
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Asking for It

As a newborn I refused my mother’s milk,
plowed my heels into her chest, cried

so as not to take in breath, by the hour 
got meaner and thinner and bluer. 

When she forced my face with her free hand, 
I stopped her nipple with my tongue, and when

she looked for any sign of hunger in my face, 
I turned mine from hers to slip

slack-jawed, through her arms
like the stillborns and miscarriages 

before me who took into their bodies 
the Jew-hate that drove her to self-hate

until her body had to express 
what it could no longer take

so she could live.
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We were not Russians there. There we were Jews.  
We became Russian when we came to America.
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How We Came to Be

Some say it began with the Six Day War,
a tiny new land shook its fist
at a whole region and suddenly
there was a place 
they could round us all into.
Others will tell you the books
were what did it, the banned texts,
the scriptures, rabbinical scrawlings
of sacred scrolls hidden in strollers
under a baby led out for air—
the baby went one way, the books went another.
And then there will always be diehards
who’ll insist it had always gone on
in secret, smaller-scale cleanings
of traveling yeshiva boys 
woken from bunkers in root cellars
and forced, for the sake of hiding 
the Torah, to cross wheat fields 
disguised as old women in kerchiefs
and housecoats stained with their faith.
By the time it came down to us, layered
in undershirts, sweaters, and coats,
one suitcase apiece, a bottle of vodka
to sell in Lvov, cameras to trade
during the long months in Rome,
the misfits, the marginalized, the ignorant
Jews who could not distinguish Shabbat
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from the Seder, whose Jewishness was
only in birthright, passed through the genes
like bad eyesight—by this time,
we had no idea why we were running, 
why we were the Chosen, then 
chosen to leave. With us it was simple:
we were chased, so we ran.
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Neither Here nor There

People like us don’t say the Soviet Union
to mean the place we left. We say there. 

Not there as in homeland, but there as in that land, 
as in, I was born there, but 

that is not nor will ever again be 
my land, or there as once I heard

a man call his time in Vietnam 
those years—

And people like us don’t say the States 
to mean where we live. We say here, 

as in, I came here with two suitcases and two hundred dollars 
and bought land here and had children here and 

their home is here, as in, even after thirty years, 
people still ask where I’m from, 

and when I say, From here, they say, No, 
where really?

and when I say, Here, they smile and say, 
No.



8

No One Said a Word

It wasn’t until someone I’d just met 
leaned across her plate of linguini 

to ask, So, I hear you came from Odessa? 
that in answering, the memory returned, 

and in speaking the words, made it so. I’d been riding a tricycle 
for who knows how long around our apartment, 

which had been emptying a pair of chairs, a box of books, 
a row of photos at a time, the trike’s rubber wheels 

on the wood floor calling, hurry, hurry. And no one said a word
while the suitcases were arranged side by side 

in the trunk of a car already running, a family going
on vacation, relatives on the sidewalk 

waving as the car pulls away from the curb, the moment 
lifted from time the way a rind lifts from the fruit.

Even now, as my mother dices onion for hamburger, she has the habit 
of one who is leaving and of the left behind.

She says during the Stalin years, her father disappeared 
into a gulag. Avrom’s baby was found at the park, 

but no sign of Avrom. Lidya swore her child’s teachers 
were fishing for clues from the child, but clues about what? 
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And when Kostya’s whole family was moved
—but to where no one knew—all anyone said was, 

He must have said something he shouldn’t have. 
She says two men in gray suits 

barged through the door and dragged him out, 
leaving a busted coat rack, torn curtains 

where the struggle had been, and no one said a word, 
not their neighbors who heard shouts and thuds, and later, 

not friends, family, or colleagues who didn’t.
They were like trees in a forest, stiff and trembling.

What came in the mail were called invitations.
What they were, mother said, were nightmares. 

From behind a fence, my mother, her sister, and her mother 
would wave to her father, and should he, 

brought into a courtyard, slumped between two men, step forward, 
one man lifted him under his arms 

while the other raised an iron pipe 
and wham, whack him behind the knees 

so that he fell into the man who hit him 
and hold onto the man who held him. 

But after a few years, even those visits 
weren’t allowed. After a few more, she said, 

her mother stopped speaking to her. And I bet 
there were days for my mother 
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in the seven years before he returned 
a grayish, greenish, hollow color, 

a man she mistook for a burglar 
as he raced toward her, crying her name, 

her backing off, my mother said not a word.
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Two Weeks

That’s how much time they give you 
to bribe the hall of records 
for the paperwork you bribe the foreman to sign,
swearing that you know nothing
and owe nothing—no loans, no debts
before you bribe a woman to sell your pots and pans,
plates, plants, rugs, and record player, so you can
bribe a dentist and a doctor 
to ensure you’re fit—for travel? for freedom?
Who knows, but if not, another bribe
—and another and another and another
before you ask a friend to ask a friend
to meet you for the last time
on a busy street corner where you say
that that moment is the last they’ll see you
because tomorrow you’re boarding a train
that lets Jews, and only Jews, leave
and, God willing, they’ll go next.
And you say this covering your mouth
so no one overhears, so no one
will arrest your friend for being friends
with someone like you, both of you
now holding hands or wiping a cheek
or petting the other’s hair.


