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IN MEMORY OF WILLIAM MATTHEWS

A veteran insomniac, 
if you had ever slept, you could not 
have read so much and thought so much 
and written so many pages. 
Even awake, the rest of us 
were never as awake as you. 
I was in awe of your alertness 
and your articulateness. I’ve 
never met another who talked 
so long and well. Tradition meant 
a lot to you. You were a connoisseur 
of wines, of things Italian, of 
custom shoes, who would forget 
to match or even to wear socks. 
Of our generation you were the most 
generous behind the mask of irony. 
What is there to say now you are dead? 
You were both old before your time 
and younger than the rest of us. 
That meant a lot to me, that 
and your enthusiasm for words 
and your quick snarls about the nature 
of nature poetry. Bill, 
wherever you are now, I’m sure 
you’re laughing at the way we poets 
take ourselves so seriously. 
And I concede the fault, except  
I want to say I took you seriously 
and was not wrong. Your death keeps on 
astounding me with jolts of sadness, 
as I think I’ll never hear your voice 
again or get a letter filled 
with needled gossip. The book is now 
both closed and open, the last 
dinner and last jazz savored 
in the fine hours over brandy 
and smoke that hung like incense in 
a Hindu temple everywhere 
you lived. I want to note that you 
were loved and that your work is loved 
and will be. That’s the final flower 
I bring to lay at the place of 
memory, even as I hear you snicker 
beyond the wall of silence: Send 
no flowers, bub, but maybe some 
good claret might not be unwelcome.
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OCTOBER CROSSING

The woolly bears go cross the road, their backs of orange and black a sign of winter’s length and strength to come. They inch across the lanes in fur fit for a monarch, fox, or star, as crows descend and yellow leaves fly out against the twilight breeze. However accurate the widths of colors on their prophet backs, or knowledge of their fate as moths, they seem intent on crossing this hard Styx or Jordan to the ditch, oblivious to the tires’ high pitch.




NURSE LOG

The biggest trees in woods will fall and knock down lesser trees and lie out level on the slope beneath a gap that spoils the canopy. The trunk then rots inside its hull of bark and floats in leaves for half a century, a fallen god, a relic of fertility. The carcass hollowed out will spill rich compost from its shell and house a bear or host a fox or skunk. But as the giant molders down, and seeds take root in mineraled rot, new sprouts appear along its length and soon a line of saplings claim the breast of the old corpse that bears, like Johnny Appleseed’s canoe, a trove of seedlings in the wild to land them on the future’s shore.




TERROIR

That quality that seems unique, as thriving from a special spot of soil, air flow and light specific, and also frost and winter sleep, conditions of particular year, as every instance comes just once with mix of mineral and grease, what Hopkins chose to call inscape, or individuation, sounds so close to terror you’d confuse the two, as if the finest and the rarest blend would come with just a hint of fear or pain, the sting and shiver of revulsion with the savor of the earth and sun, of this once, not returning, sung for this one ear, on this one tongue.
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