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				Canadian Hemlock

				Nothing is improved by being praised.

				But that doesn’t mean the bestowing of praise

				On whatever deserves it isn’t a useful calling

				Even if no one is listening at the moment,

				If I’m alone now on my morning walk,

				Waiting at the corner of Bryant and Richmond

				For the light to change, open to the company

				Of this stunted hemlock on the strip of grass

				Between sidewalk and curb. A gnarled hemlock

				Barely five feet tall, which I must have passed

				A thousand times without remarking,

				And may forget to observe in the future.

				So this seems the moment to note that whatever

				Fungus or parasite has besieged it has failed

				To thwart its efforts to continue.

				I don’t want to claim too much, to project

				Emotions upon it that it doesn’t feel.

				But I don’t want to praise too little, to deny

				It possesses the green equivalent of fortitude

				For fighting an invader to a standstill,

				Just as I wouldn’t want to limit my motive

				For taking my morning walk to a need for exercise.

				I want to be one of the witnesses of the familiar

				Open to revelation but not disposed

				To insist on it. Let the tree withhold

				What it wants to withhold. Let me see

				What I’m ready to see now

				When I set aside the notion that more is coming,

				More reserved for some other day.

			

		

	
		
			
				Bottle of Wine

				I like to park a few blocks from the house of my hosts

				And walk with my bottle of wine the tree-lined streets,

				Anticipating the dinner with friends that awaits me.

				A bottle of wine showing not only that I’m grateful

				To be included but that I’m eager to do my part,

				To offer a gift that won’t survive the evening,

				That says I’ve set aside the need for transcendence

				And made my peace at last with living in time.

				Soon we’ll welcome the evening with a toast.

				Soon we’ll be toasting it in farewell

				As it starts on its journey into the near past

				And then the far. Do the houses I’m passing

				Regard me as a creature about to vanish

				Into the realm of shadow while they have resolved

				To hold their ground? But the bottle I’m carrying

				Shows how the past can enhance the present.

				The grapes it was made from were plucked and pressed

				Seven years ago in a vineyard in Burgundy

				According to customs already in place for generations

				By the time these houses moved from the realm

				Of blueprints and estimates into brick and wood.

				The bottle will testify that traditions once honored

				Are being adhered to still, with patience, with pride.

				And if the past is present this evening, isn’t the future

				Present as well in the thought that the ritual

				I’m helping to pass along may prove enduring,

				That however much the world around it alters,

				Guests may still perform it in eras to come?

				I hope I feel their presence in spirit

				Under these trees later this evening

				As I walk back to my car with empty hands.

			

		

	
		
			
				Primitive

				It wasn’t a conviction that life is holy

				That kept me from drowning the spider I found

				In the sink this morning, that caused me instead

				To cover it with a cup, slide a postcard beneath it,

				And carry it out to the patio. It was more

				The thought that it seemed unfair to kill it

				Merely because it had wandered into my house.

				But does the concept of fairness apply

				To a creature that feeds without qualms

				On insects that fail to notice its web in time?

				A creature too dependent on instinct to profit

				From my pointed example of self-restraint,

				However often I repeat it.

				Maybe it makes more sense to confess

				To the fear I inherited from my earliest ancestors

				Of arousing the wrath of the goddess of spiders

				By harming one of her little spinners.

				And if I’m not superstitious, what about the fear

				That if I deem a spider dispensable I might

				Come to think the same about higher life-forms?

				I can’t put it past me: wanting to draw up a list

				Of the people whose absence would make the world

				Far friendlier than it is, and then

				Wanting to pass my list around.
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