

[image: ]




[image: ]




For
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who lived the sporting life

(1945–2023)





Water, water, every where,

And all the boards did shrink;

Water, water, every where,

Nor any drop to drink.

—COLERIDGE, “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner”
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Winter Trivia


It takes approximately two hours for a snowflake to fall from a cloud to the ground.

—THE BOOK OF TRIVIA



In the roughly two hours

it takes for a snowflake

to fall from a cloud to the ground,

we managed to get back to the house,

bang the snow off our boots,

shake out our coats in the mudroom,

then stoke the stove back to life,

open a bottle of wine—

I think it was a red from Oregon—

heat the white bean soup from last night,

which we spooned up

sitting close to the splintering stove,

after which we carried our bowls

to the kitchen and opened

an inlaid wooden box full of chips

and fanned out a fresh deck of playing cards,

which you shuffled and I cut,

as the house was warming up,

and you tossed in a modest bet

with a red Jack showing

and I saw you with my nine

just as that singular snowflake

landed without a sound

in the general darkness of Vermont.
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Fire

I’m having a swell time reading Lonesome Dove,

glad I still have 400 pages to go,

but this paperback is one

of a thousand things around me

I would not grab as I dashed into the street

if the house ever decided to burst into flames.

I probably couldn’t find the cat

for all the smoke filling every room,

so let me see, give me a minute . . .

I should have thought of this earlier

before the fire trucks arrived

and men in helmets were rushing past me.

But here I am out on the lawn in a bathrobe

with a few sleepy neighbors,

red lights flashing all over us.

I’m holding a photograph to my chest

and the cat is sitting next to me,

apparently mesmerized by the flames.

I’m happy with my choice

as I look down at you and me in a frame.

Here’s a chance for a fresh start, I figure.

And as for the ashes of Lonesome Dove,

I can always get another copy, or maybe

that’s just where I was meant to stop reading.




Marijuana

When I was young and dreamy,

I longed to be a poet,

not one with his arms

wrapped around the universe

or on his knees before a goddess,

not waving from Mount Parnassus

nor wearing a cape like Lord Byron,

rather just reporting on a dog or an orange.

But one soft night in California

I walked outside during a party,

lay down on the lawn

beneath a lively sky,

and after an interlude of nonstop gazing,

I happened to swallow the moon,

yes, I opened my mouth in awe

and swallowed the full moon whole.

And the moon dwelled within me

when I returned to the lights of the party,

where I was welcomed back

with understanding and hilarity

and was recognized long into the night

as The Man Who Swallowed the Moon,

he who had walked out of a storybook

and was dancing now with a girl in the kitchen.




Ode to Joy

Friedrich Schiller called Joy the spark of divinity,

but she visits me on a regular basis,

and it doesn’t take much for her to appear—

the salt next to the pepper by the stove,

the garbage man ascending his station

on the back of the moving garbage truck,

or I’m just eating a banana

in the car and listening to Buddy Guy.

In other words, she seems down to earth,

like a girl getting off a bus with a suitcase

and no one’s there to meet her.

It’s a little after 4 in the afternoon,

one of the first warm days of spring.

She sits on her suitcase to wait

and slides on her sunglasses.

How do I know she’s listening to the birds?




While in Amsterdam

With a good ten days to burn,

I figured it would be a mortal sin

if I failed to pay a visit

to the site of Chet Baker’s death,

perhaps even end up in jazz hell

if I did not stand for a while

beneath the hotel window

out of which he was pushed

by a jealous woman, or simply fell.

You might ask about “jazz hell.”

I never gave it any thought

until I made it up just now.

I don’t like the sound of the jazz violin.

It always sounded like a violinist

had wandered into the wrong

recording studio and just

started playing along with the others,

only slower and not as well.

So my personal jazz hell

would have to be an all-violin band,

each solo lasting eternally,

so only one violin would

ever improvise while the infinite

number of other violins

would comp in the background

and play as improperly loud

as the constant ringing of bells.

All of which leaves me glad

that we finally did walk there

in a light rain and did stand

on that unfeeling pavement

below that fatal window.

We even had our photograph taken

next to the plaque of Chet Baker,

blowing his trumpet in bas-relief,

eyes shut tight, just so we would have a story to tell.




ABCDEFGHIJKLMNOPQRSTUVWXYZ

It didn’t take a lot of staring

at the alphabet embroidered

in a frame on the wall

of a doctor’s waiting room

in letters round and straight, blue and orange,

before that cryptogram

began to look like a word in itself,

one long crush of sound and sense,

impossible to pronounce or comprehend.

Was this then the very first word

uttered by some god of language

in a yawp that later would be combined

into all the words we know,

the shorter ones we see every day

whether in a magazine or a poem by Amy Lowell?

But there’s the nurse at the door

calling William, making me officially next,

and somehow reminding me

that the letters are there in order

for children lined up in school

to sing the notes of every letter

in a chorus of vowels and consonants,

or for you to say backwards

as you stand in the rain by your ticking car,

halted by the law in your rush to get from A to B.




Adam Names the Fish

Genesis 2:20

Exhausted,

after coming up with giraffe,

buffalo, and butterfly,

then ocelot and kangaroo

he begs the sky for a breather.

But there is nothing

but the silence

of the low clouds,

then a trace of wind,

the tweet of a wren,

the moo of a cow,

two of the many

he is most proud of

for their simplicity,

and the hint of onomatopoeia.

Cow. Wren.

He likes snake and canary too.

But the silence says

he has more work to do.

So, with nary an Eve to impress,

he takes the deepest breath

known to man,

and, holding it, dives in.




Magical Realism

It’s a rainy Saturday night in London

and many of the male dogs

have gathered at their favorite pub,

the Ball and Stick,

where they lower their heads

to drink from their bowls of ale,

for this is not an off-the-wall cartoon,

where they would be leaning on the bar

holding a pint glass impossibly in one paw.

No, this is just a bit of fiction,

but not by a fantasist of South America,

where many strange things are done.

And that’s why the dogs are not

smoking cigars or playing darts,

or gossiping about their owners.

Nor is there any laughter, no sports on the telly,

no back-slapping, which would require

standing up all night on your hind legs.

And that’s also why it’s so quiet

for a Saturday night with your mates,

unlike the clamor down the lane

at the Ax and Hammer,

or around the corner at the King’s Piston.

Here, it’s just the low sounds of lapping

and a round of barking every time

a new dog happens to walk in the door,

yes, on all fours and without a stitch of clothes.
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