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WALKING AROUND RETIRED IN OHIO 
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After Lu Ji

I wake up at dawn these days,
called by an unknown voice,
heart racing,
get up and dress, then hesitate—

there isn't anywhere I have to go!

—

Think of a recluse living in a gorge:
he spends a morning picking watercress,
sits on a hill to watch the sunset…

branches above him, clouds above the branches,
kingfisher green, kingfisher blue,
wind shouldering through honeysuckle
and you lose yourself in fragrance …

the small creek bubbles, slightly pensive,
echoes back from the ridge …

—

Wealth is absurd and fame's a filthy habit.
People who chase these things are addicts.

Joy can't be faked. Joy is just there,
was there all along, unscrolled itself

when you lost your urge to control
the many systems you would never master.

—

Get out of your car. Here's the Wildlife Preserve,
floating and humming with life.

The great big day, the new one.
Pines. Geese. A quizzical raccoon.

Weeds, clouds, birdsong, cicada buzz.
Now, let the weather lead you. Walk!


BLACK LABRADOR 
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1.

Churchill called his bad visits from depression
a big black dog. We have reversed that, Winston.
We've named him Nemo, no one, a black hole
where light is gulped—invisible by night:
by day, when light licks everything to shine,
a black silk coat ablaze with inky shade.
He's our black lab, wherein mad scientists
concoct excessive energy. It snows,
and he bounds out, inebriate of cold.
The white flakes settle on his back and neck and nose
and make a little universe.

2.

It's best to take God backward; even sideways
He is too much to contemplate, “a deep
but dazzling darkness,” as Vaughan says.
And so I let my Nemo-omen lead me
onward and on toward that deep dark I'm meant
to enter, entertain, when my time comes …
The day wheels past, a creaky cart. I study
the rippling anthracite that steadies me,
the tar, the glossy licorice, the sable;
and in this snowfall that I should detest,
late March and early April, I'm still rapt
to see his coat so constellated, starred, re-starred,
making a comic cosmos I can love.


JANUARY 3, 2003 
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My father's breathing chugs and puffs and catches,
a slow train slowing further, rattling in
to its last stop, a locked and shuttered station.

Ninety-nine years this pair of lungs, this heart,
have done their work without complaint.
Time now to let them stop and draw their wages.

The years slide down a chute and disappear;
as memories dissolve and vaporize,
the body simplifies to mottled matter,
and if the myths have got it right for once,
he turns to find a welcome somewhere else,
to touch my mother's face and make her smile.


PUTTING MY FATHER'S ASHES IN THE CEMETERY AT SPRINGVILLE, IOWA 
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August 7, 2003

My brother and my sister shade their eyes
against the noonday glare. My cousins stroll
among the graves. These Grant Wood hills,
rich now with corn and soybeans,
seem to be just the place to set
this marble shoebox
deep in the earth, next to my mother's,
this earth that's full of relatives:
grandparents, uncles, aunts, the infants too,
some that lived long enough for names, some not,
each generation giving ground to others,
hidden and peaceful, like the family farms
down at the end of narrow shaded lanes
where tractors doze and trees stand tall and green
dreaming the summer into autumn.


AT THE LITTLE BIGHORN 
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It was October, there was steady drizzle,
small mice were nesting in the buckskin grass,
maybe a chicken hawk was cruising overhead,
or just a magpie posted on a fence….

I used to wonder why the Chinese poets
stopped off at battlefields, and mused, and wept,
picking up arrowheads and shattered halberds,
brushing quick poems on the hard-packed sand—

but I have been to Waterloo, and Gettysburg,
and come to think of it that beach in Normandy
named for the stockyard city I grew up in.
The great West, all those plains and badlands,
those miles of rye and soybean broken by a silo,
is neutral, sometimes, even to the magpies,
and maybe even mice can sense Wyoming
is mostly undulating empty prairie

and cloudscapes almost past conceiving.
Seeing the Tetons I couldn't quite believe
them, their weird beauty. It's slow work,
this hammering out our human world of spirit.


CHRISTMAS: OHIO AND CAPOLONGO 
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Like a soft doll the raptured angel lolls
above the dusty creche; lights flicker
in all the downtown trees, while carols
crisscross the air from boxy speakers.

I'm in two places now: my country,
where the Nativity is clumsy but familiar,
and that inept museum, east of Nervi,
which shows me creches of another order:
elaborate pageants, carefully arranged,
all lace and straw and flat-out piety,
the underside of what made art both strange
and wonderful, that Catholic sense of deity.

We're never going to get God right. But we
learn to love all our failures on the way.
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