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“God . . . sat down for a moment when the dog was finished in order to watch it . . . and to know that it was good, that nothing was lacking, that it could not have been made better.”

—RILKE
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DHARMA

The way the dog trots out the front door

every morning

without a hat or an umbrella,

without any money

or the keys to her dog house

never fails to fill the saucer of my heart

with milky admiration.

Who provides a finer example

of a life without encumbrance—

Thoreau in his curtainless hut

with a single plate, a single spoon?

Gandhi with his staff and his wire spectacles?

Off she goes into the material world 

with nothing but her brown coat

and her modest blue collar,

following only her wet nose,

the twin portals of her steady breathing,

followed only by the plume of her tail.

If only she did not shove the cat aside

every morning

and eat all his food

what a model of self-containment she would be,

what a paragon of earthly detachment.

If only she were not so eager

for a rub behind the ears,

so acrobatic in her welcomes,

if only I were not her god.

[image: A dog with droopy ears faces forward. It has a speckled chest.]
[image: A fluffy dog with upright ears looks forward. The fur is white.]



WEIGHING THE DOG

It is awkward for me and bewildering for him

as I cradle him in my arms 

balancing our weight on the bathroom scale,

but this is the way to weigh a dog, and easier

than training him to sit obediently in one spot

with his tongue out, waiting for the cookie.

With pencil and paper, I subtract my weight

from our total to find out the remainder that is his,

and I start to wonder if there is an analogy here.

It could not have to do with my leaving you,

though I never figured out what you amounted to

until I subtracted myself from our combination.

You held me in your arms more than I held you

through all those awkward and bewildering months

and now we are both lost in strange and distant neighborhoods.

[image: A small, fluffy dog with one ear upright and the other drooping gazes forward. The fur is white with brown patches on the ears and eyes.]



IN PRAISE OF IGNORANCE

On a bench one afternoon

in a grassy park in Minneapolis,

I realized what I liked best

about the dogs of Minneapolis

is that they have no idea they’re in Minneapolis.

The same could be said

of the dogs of Houston or Philadelphia,

it occurred to me on the slow walk

back to my hotel, but I was 

in no mood to be distracted.

I’m sticking with the dogs of Minneapolis,

I resolved, as the elevator

rose to my floor, just as they stick

with their owners, the natives of Minneapolis,

most of whom know exactly where they are.

Then I stood on the 17th floor,

surveying the vast prospect below me—

the slithery river and hills beyond

and the bluish hills beyond those hills—

pretending to be the kind of English poet

who loved to regard the world from a prospect,

one of whom even had a witty epitaph

engraved on the tombstone of his hound.




LE CHIEN

I remember late one night in Paris

speaking at length to a dog in English

about the future of American culture.

No wonder she kept cocking her head

as I went on about “summer movies”

and the intolerable poetry of my compatriots.

I was standing and she was sitting

on a dim street in front of a butcher shop,

and come to think of it, she could have been waiting

for the early morning return of the lambs

and the bleeding sides of beef 

to their hooks in the window.

For my part, I had mixed my drinks,

trading in the tulip of wine

for the sharp nettles of whiskey.

Why else would I be wasting my time

and hers trying to explain “corn dog,”

“white walls,” and “March of Dimes”?

She showed such patience for a dog 

without breeding while I went on—

in a whisper now after shouts from a window—

about “helmet laws” and “tag sale,” 

wishing I had my camera

so I could take a picture of her home with me.

On the loopy way back to my hotel—

after some long and formal goodbyes—

I kept thinking how I would have loved

to hang her picture over the mantle,

where my maternal grandmother

now looks down from her height as always,

silently complaining about the choice of the frame.

Then, before dinner each evening

I could stand before the image of that very dog,

a glass of wine in hand,

submitting all of my troubles and petitions

to the court of her dark-brown, forgiving eyes.

[image: A black and white dog with a wiry coat sits facing forward. It wears a tag with the French flag.]
[image: A scruffy terrier with pointed ears stares ahead. The fur has textured brown and white strokes.]



ANOTHER REASON I DON’T KEEP A GUN IN THE HOUSE

The neighbor’s dog will not stop barking.

He is barking the same high, rhythmic bark

that he barks every time they leave the house.

They must switch him on on their way out.

The neighbor’s dog will not stop barking.

I close all the windows in the house

and put on a Beethoven symphony full blast

but I can still hear him muffled under the music,

barking, barking, barking,

and now I can see him sitting in the orchestra,

his head raised confidently as if Beethoven

had included a part for barking dog.

When the record finally ends, he is still barking,

sitting there in the oboe section barking,

his eyes fixed on the conductor who is

entreating him with his baton

while the other musicians listen in respectful silence

to the famous barking dog solo,

that endless coda that first established

Beethoven as an innovative genius.




TO A STRANGER BORN IN SOME DISTANT COUNTRY HUNDREDS OF YEARS FROM NOW

I write poems for a stranger who will be born in some distant country hundreds of years from now.

—MARY OLIVER

Nobody here likes a wet dog.

No one wants anything to do with a dog

that is wet from being out in the rain 

or retrieving a stick from a lake.

Look how she wanders around the crowded pub tonight

going from one person to another

hoping for a pat on the head, a rub behind the ears,

something that could be given with one hand

without even ruffling the conversation. 

But everyone pushes her away, 

some with a knee, others with the sole of a boot.

Even the children, who don’t realize she is wet

until they go to pet her, 

push her away

then wipe their hands on their clothes.

And whenever she heads toward me,

I show her my palm, and she turns aside.

O stranger of the future!

O inconceivable being!

whatever the shape of your house,

however you scoot from place to place,

no matter how strange and colorless the clothes you wear,

I bet nobody there likes a wet dog either.

I bet everybody in your pub,

even the children, pushes her away.

[image: A husky with blue eyes faces forward. The fur is black and white.]
[image: A black and white border collie with upright ears. One eye is brown, and the other is blue.]
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