Barry Carolina








Gone in a dirt burst, the back of his head


where my hardpan clod splatters, summer, 


1964. His ears, big as his hands, spread 


as if to say Throw, I can catch it!


and catching it bad, after a dare—bad idea 


with me twenty feet down the drainage ditch, 


right hand loaded, shirt splotched with Barry's 


precise answers to my own dares. A boy-war





in a ditch by the town’s first supermarket, 


in the acres of jack-pine swamp scraped down 


to muck-sulfur, yellow splinters, pinestraw pyres,


for its future as the Independence Mall.


To hell with the future: we winged clods 


at each other’s big mouth, heads barely road level, 


like cracker ditch-diggers in that black incision 


between speculations by New York investors.





A hundred yards beyond, Highway 74, 


in dress-black as Oleander Drive, escorts 


another station-wagon-train of I-95 refugees 


from the Jersey Turnpike, Mass Turnpike, 


New York Thruway, past our dirty urgencies 


toward the white crystal beach we still think ours 


when we tire of ditch-fratricide and make boy-peace


with stolen Luckies beneath the last swamp pine.





_____________________________





And we’re tired of the humid pang of Patsy Cline, 


double-tracked by Barry’s home-arrested mom 


in her cigarette alto and Capri pants. 


We guzzle Coke and M&Ms in front of Jonny Quest; 


she invents tiny chores, to keep moving


from room to room—mislaid book of matches,


pedicure-and-perm appointment card—


singing I Fall to Pieces, singing Crazy 





to each Ethan Allen detail of her air-


conditioned, minimum security jail.


She fogs windows with her undersong.


She can’t escape her South until Barry’s dad 


fills more acres with split-level ranches 


and brick-faced Colonials. Pines bar her future 


with incessant, optimist, Eden green. 


She lights another Kool. More than we belong 





to TV boredom and developer’s storm ditches, 


she belongs to the stricken idea that aging 


in her homeplace is a defeat: mocked by all 


the Yankee license plates that might have left her


a genteel mock-Tudor in Hastings-on-Hudson; 


that must have left a picturebook shingled cottage 


just her size empty on the famous Cape,


shuttered in dunes between Truro and Wellfleet.





_____________________________





At twelve, in summer, you own each escape route 


your bike wheels trace in the hours until supper: 


six miles of rural road to the Inland Waterway, 


and over the green steel span to the Atlantic. 


You leave proprietary tracks on each hill 


of Carolina hardpan heaped beside sub-developers’ 


ditches that cut straight through what still 


looks like forever’s piney woods. You leap 





squishy hummocks in the sodden, froggy, 


fly-trap coastal plain, staked here and there 


with surveyor's red festoons—like the warnings 


lumber yarders attach to each load of pine, 


delivering their yellow articulations 


to the Yankee beach-paradise dreams assembling 


on the tamarisk and oleander 


desolations of Shell Island. You don’t dream 





of owning Shell Island, only the secret 


that you and Barry bike there to swim naked 


as jaybirds, to sun-dry, and pedal home, clean 


as quartz sand. You only know the festoons 


and staked beach acres and loads of lumber 


mean that adults play house seriously, 


with no trespassing, no explanation. 


And with no interest in your stake in these 





lodes of hardpan that make storm ditches 


sovereign domain for showdowns between 


friends on the way to being something else:


not enemies, but choosers of opposite 


escape routes. Barry will fish on piers all night, 


sleep in English, fail Algebra, and inherit 


his daddy’s backhoe, blueprints and warehouse. 


The great crab lung-cancer will devour 














his mother in her house-arrested forties.


You’ll graduate again and again until 


you become a professor of loss: that’s why 


the dirt clod feels futile, final and good 


in your fist when Barry turns with a bat-eared 


laugh toward what is developing his future 


above the ditch, and starts to climb out 


of your childhoods toward the business 





of constructing an affordable, split-level, 


defeated South on half-acre wooded lots 


with waterway views for turnpike refugees. 


Barry's line, patient as night, cast into 


the floodlit swells beneath Crystal Pier,


is going to catch that big green dream—


that’s why you want to cave in his head like Kennedy, 


maul him with a burst of dirt and sulfurous clay. 





_____________________________





So he’s hit, flushed, crying, stalking away


to wash off dirt and blood in the Esso bathroom 


by 74, the beach highway, named locally 


for a poison-tree, Oleander: hardy, evergreen, 


lance-leaved, red blossoms and white, 


a shrub beach developers love, that borders 


each contested acre in a war old as Eden 


that was always ours—mine and Barry’s—to lose.


