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to Rob

Were it not for the way you taught me to look

at the world, to see the life at play in everything, 

I would have to be lonely forever.

Ted Kooser
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​​Nature
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Spider
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Down the soft log steps,

around the bend we run 

into the Kentucky woods.

You stoop, I stoop.  

Look there, you instruct,

a perfect spider's web. 

Each glistening fiber

jeweled with dew.

The first Dream Catcher,

at its center she rests,

each leg a gorgeous black hair

tapered to a pin’s point.

Red speckles across her abdomen,

we guess she's pregnant and venomous. 

You teach me about creatures—

bright colors fatally tempt predators. 

You flip a toupee of sod and twigs

to investigate what's underneath. 

A grub, so ugly and pale, in her presence

but you swear they make the best bait.

We eventually return. Forty years later,

I cannot write your eulogy when she re-appears 

with her spinnerets to offer me a thread, 

says: Begin with this story.
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Conversations with My Brother 
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Last night on Jeopardy, I learned the octopus 

classifies as phylum Mollusca, thanks to tentacles

originated from the mollusk foot 500 million years ago.

Our favorite—the Cambrian Era.

When I shared my factoid with my husband, 

he replied, Uh-huh, that’s interesting,  

but my brother and I roamed the land

of giant trilobites and swimming millipedes.  

Together we’d enter the realm of the curious,

but now I’m stuck with half a conversation 

deferred, no one to confirm the bat colonies

in my mind, the dinosaurs becoming birds. 
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Calamities of the Natural World 
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Few things frighten me more

than a New York Times interactive graphic,

the nerve-wracking data amassing

as trends arc toward certain catastrophe. 

Fact: the crack in the Antarctic shelf

lengthened seventeen miles in just two months. 

The red line slithers around Larsen C, 

the huge puzzle piece about to dislodge. 

Larsen A and B have already calved 

into the ocean without much hoopla, 

but Larsen C supports two ice anchors 

against complete collapse. 

It makes me miss my brother. 

Our conversations often swirled

around calamities of the natural world. 

I want to call him 

and ask, What’s up with the Antarctic shelf?

He’d know the story, being up to date

on Smithsonian and National Geographic,

but perhaps behind on car payments. 

He’d tell me that Larsen C isn’t the worry;

it’s the bergs exposed as their giant ice tutu 

drifts south. We’d talk about the neglect,

the steady but deadly erosion.

Some disasters are so long in the making.

Our topics let us discuss destruction,

the sadness of extinction: things done,

unchangeable losses. 

My brother with no proper bedding 

and one dinner plate, but I tried not to judge. 

You had to love him whole, you had to

love his whole slow falling apart. 
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Telescope Stilts 
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you will go on telescope stilts

far away into the certain darkness  

—Zbigniew Herbert 

I finally grasped the ghostly nature of stars

whose light can travel long after their cores collapse. 

I turned our telescopes to the ground. 

The universe, such a disappointment, mostly empty space. 

I needed some height, some perspective,

so I re-fashioned our brass companions as stilts.

Satisfaction in the twist and click, as each cylinder

locked into place for the last time. 

It was good—the small problems to solve. 

The lens caps became rubber skids. Old switch-plates

were strapped to the focus knobs as footholds. 

I felt better on my stilts, lifting each foot

with its heavy weight, learning to balance.

My center of gravity was off-kilter, pivoting

left and right, forward and back.

I learned to scissor-step with some grace. 

I ventured out again,

above the clamor and the demanding eye-contact. 

Even our mother understood. 

How could I walk around like you were alive?
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Dear Pluto
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If any planet had possibilities, it was you 

with your wobbly, erratic orbit. An outsider, 

but still in. Why did we abandon you 

to spin on the brim of our solar system? 

Outcast among the riffraff pulled by gravity 

and dark matter, now nobody’s son.  

They tell us you’re a dime-a-dozen ice ball

that should never have been given the high status of planet.

I understand their point: if you’re a planet 

then we have to accept every dork, every lopsided meteor, 

the uncharted, the borderline cases. The neat elliptical paths 

of our exclusive cosmic neighborhood 

morphing into a chaotic web. 

Science demands elegance, but you gave me hope 

that even the glum and unspectacular

might join the club. I worry about you, orphaned

and shunned, taking your slow 248 years 

to orbit the sun, shuffled onto the Kuiper Belt

with its masses of asteroids and space junk.

Already disappeared from texts and diagrams,

who will cherish you?  Who will remember?
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Orbits and Bonds
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You explained the atomic world with its orbits 

and bonds, as we counted Mississippis 

between lightning bolt and thunderclap:

The booms were super-heated molecules 

crashing back together after the zap. 

You stung me with a rubber band as proof. 

*
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Why was that ladder open in your living room?

Did you plan to fix a distant light,

or sweep a silverfish from the ceiling? 

The apartment was a surrealist still life 

with two empty fish tanks and a village 

of dead electronics in the corner.

Three fishing poles still in their shipping tubes

were under the bed, each ordered at 3 am,

as you began to dream of a quieter place.
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You meant to be a naturalist with a safari vest 

but mostly drove a cement truck, one elbow 

out the window, a pack of Marlboro reds on the dash. 
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Today a green strip of algae is trapped 

in the washer’s portal and I wonder if hot 

or cold is best to prevent infiltration.

I ponder the miracle of algae:  

the first photosynthesis, the first food, 

the first oxygenating organism. 

The primordial soup bubbled hot 

and you called that mix algae heaven, 

so I turn the dial to cold and get on with it.
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Pandemic Dawn
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Outside my window the sky is reliable: 

a bank of grey-pink clouds recedes, 

heading back to Coney Island.

[image: ]The yellow brick facade

[image: ]across the avenue is Deco influenced, 

the cornice etched by age and weather.

A little ruin is a comfort. 

[image: ]The sunlight slices the building top 

and I ponder the high angle, the unrisen sun. 

[image: ]A pair of pigeons lifts my gaze to the rooftop

where a metal unit bears graffiti 

that looks Germanic, umlaut and everything: 

Fräf Ger 357 

Mr. E

And momentarily I have a little faith 

in crazy human ingenuity. How 

did Mr. E get up there and do that?
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Gennero's Salumeria boarded up

is a reminder of the sorrow 

I want to keep out of this poem.

The sun ignites the facade a blinding, 

Byzantine gold and a couple strolls by

kissing through blue surgical masks.
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To the Monk Parrots of Astoria 
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Little green gossips, tell me,

—long-tailed, snappy dressers—

how do you like New York?

Your chatter and surprise 

welcome during the Covid quiet.

How many years will I repeat 

There go the parrots

every time you wheel overhead?

On a lockdown walk

a neighbor sees me searching.

They're in my apple tree, he yells

from the porch. They eat all my apples.

I don't care. I let them live there.

I thrill at his unplaceable accent,

tear up over simple kindness.

Tell me, parrots:

Do you miss the wild seeds in South America?

Are you homesick or too busy surviving?
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Classified now as accidentals or exotics

like most of us non-Indigenous 

that land in this city.

You have saved me more than once,

the squawks without rainforest

reminding me of what's possible.

Tell me how to be brighter?

If your flock grows to a hundred,

we call it a Company of Parrots.
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