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A Song I Can Only Try to Sing
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A SONG I CAN ONLY TRY TO SING

Late August, and a fitful dream that in a flash

turned radiant. So soothing it was, so uplifting, 

that I seemed enveloped in its cloak. 

A male soprano’s voice hymned the words,

a blend somehow of plainchant and . . . was it

Danny Boy? I stood—I think—enchanted by 

the perfect pitch of it, as if my eyes were fixed

on Jacob’s Ladder, each repetition of the lines

step by step by step lifting me high and higher. 

I listened, enraptured, as sweet tone followed tone, 

while doves and sparrows fluttered round the rungs, 

each one shaped like some blessed note or semiquaver.

How can I tell you what I heard, my friend?

With words. Yes. But these were more than words. 

Words alive with a shimmering beauty, like those

dancing hills that seemed to smile out the car window, 

transformed by the setting sun ablaze with 

the green gold rippling from the trees as on

we drove, my heart at rest in that gift of grace. 

Does any of this make sense to you? Can it? 

The poet stammers, struggles day by day by day 

to get down on the page what he or she’s 

been graced with, the heart of it, to share it with you, 

my friend, if you but have the time to listen. 
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WORD BY WORD

Before I formed you in the womb, my son,

I knew you. Knew you long before that high 

spring day in the sixth year of the reign 

of FDR, when the full-leaved sycamores

that frame the tired river that runs East

smiled on your mother—just sixteen—and 

your father, twenty-one, when they came 

together in the city that never sleeps. 

Yes, even then I knew you and loved you, 

you uniquely you as that bent shad with its 

mottled branches that will bloom again 

come spring. Listen, son, for it is I 

who have placed my words in your heart

and on your lips. For this is why I called you, 

though it has taken you all these years 

to understand this. Remember how, when you

were five years old, how even then you 

would not stay there in your kindergarten 

class in that old building there on 51st? 

Just two months after that B-25 clothed 

in fog crashed into the Empire State Building 

as the war was coming to its close. How you told

your mother it was time you learned to read 

what those words there on those pages had to say? 

How you had to understand those curves and dots 

and glyphs so you could enter the bigger world 

waiting for you just beyond? For wasn’t that 

what books were for? And so on and on 
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it went from there, word by word by word, 

from those crazy cartoon Katzenjammer Kids 

to that witch that waited for children like yourself

in some ramshackle hut hiding in the woods, 

a warning of what waited for you too, as on 

you went from one book to another and then another. 

Ah, the coalescence of those words, signs from

a thousand places as they blossomed, sounds of joy

and fear and wonder, sounds urging you on and on,

as you learned to echo back with words you learned 

to fashion with crayon, pencil and pen, and later 

with typewriter and computer, shaping world after 

world as the words went spilling forth, and as 

they will, until the eye no longer sees or the hand 

no longer moves and the brain (but not the soul) 

must at last empty into some vast Saharan desert. 
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CITY ROOFS, 1932

A city roof down in Greenwich Village.

Hopper’s haunts. Without a single tree

or blade of grass to show, this could be

New York in any season of the year:

winter, summer, spring, the late-day sun

soaked now into those skylights and rustbrick

chimney stacks, with that orange obelisk

filling up the foreground to the right.

It’s all abstract and yet so real, just like

those tar-splayed buckled roofs you ran on

as a boy back in the forties. In this roofscape,

though, there’s no one to be seen, no human shape,

not even someone’s shadow, as if the scene alone

revealed itself to the beholder. And now, once more,

those ghosts drift up from the caked and sunbaked tar.

And look, there’s your mother, at twenty years of age,

as she tries her best, while managing a smile, to engage

you long enough for the click of someone’s camera,

those shadows edging toward the 59th Street

Bridge below, your toddler’s steps making their retreat.

And there you are two years later on that windy rooftop

in your army outfit, East 51st your backdrop

now, as your father looks up to wave as he heads off

to war. And there’s that ziggurat rising half a mile south

they call the Chrysler, replete with its art deco motif,

your one sure beacon when you, six years old then,

walked those winter evenings down 2nd Avenue

back home, reliving still those flickering scenes

of Roy Rogers and Dale Evans as they yodeled on and on.

Or Autry on his horse riding those western plains.
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But what are you to make of all of this? The truth

is you still don’t know, though time is running out

to find some answer. Those stoops and railings

long since turned to dust. Gone too those rows

of rooftops with their narrow alleys in between,

where you learned to jump from one tenement

to the next to escape mad Harry and his gang.

Or that roof—my father told me once how the cops

flung some poor Black kid off as he tried to hide 

behind a brick chimney in the shadow of the El.

Dear God, tell me how to summon up once more

that boy (long gone) in black knickers and starched

white shirt, grinning as his mother snapped

his picture that warm spring day he made his First

Communion. Oh, to feel again if only for a moment,

a moment only, a moment only, that sense

of peace you find here in Edward Hopper’s sun-

drenched rooftop, empty of everyone

except the blessed eye of the beholder, as now

that light and shadow gather here to greet you.


