The Soldier in Search of Ataraxia

— The Home Front

When I was seven or eight,
The fixed bayonets on those
Plastic, olive drab miniatures stood sturdy.

Submachine guns polished,
Side-arms readied,
Postures taut—

They were neophytes,
Surviving plastic, ersatz wars.
Their hard-fought battles cartoon clean.

At night, platoons marched home,
Under cover of darkness to Tom Mcann shoeboxes
Bodies, minds and souls unscathed: wounds healed.

I never once lauded those grunts—
Never once played taps for those heroic icons,
Never built them monuments.

I never once shed tears for those plastic beings.
They were nameless. Had no families,
Have none now.

They never took incoming,
Waded through rice paddies or were spat upon.
There was no Agent Orange, no Napalm, no Kim Phuc!

Their deaths were fleeting—
Swift—without curdling screams—
Until next morning when orders summoned.

Those troops slept safely—soundly nights
In those portable cardboard sarcophagi
Secured by elastic bands.

— In Country

The monsoons
Cry slanted tears.
Their whispers lull me forward.

The sounds echo,
Like Fourth of July firecrackers,
On a warm Boston summer's night.

The sky, a kaleidoscope of fireworks
The din mightier than Krakatoa.
And then—darkness.

I stiffen,
Listen to the swaying of bush,
The soft cracking of brush beneath their feet.

I hear foreign voices, nearing,
Echoing something I cannot understand,
And I freeze in this hot land—praying for the Huey.

—The Aftermath

I awaken, listen for crackling brush again,
Then watch unblemished snow
Fall outside Huntington Ave.,

Plastering the chipped, cracked sidewalks,
Hiding ubiquitous imperfections.
Harpocrate’s presence haunts me.

It infiltrates—the stone, the glass.
My clothing drenched, like snow-soaked, winter mittens
And warm as urine.
The Xanax and RIs manipulate somewhere—
Somehow above my neck.
My head strikes the pillow again.

Until the next day's battle,
I often ponder where those
Strac, ersatz soldiers now sleep.


In memory of WO1 George F. Barry Jr., Killed in Action in Vietnam: May 23, 1970. George was a crew member of U.S. Army B Company, 158th Lancers, Assault Helicopter Battalion, 101st Airborne Division.  


