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  Another Reason Why I Dont Keep a Gun in the House



  The neighbors dog will not stop barking.


  He is barking the same high, rhythmic bark


  that he barks every time they leave the house.


  They must switch him on on their way out.


  

  The neighbors dog will not stop barking.


  I close all the windows in the house


  and put on a Beethoven symphony full blast


  but I can still hear him muffled under the music,


  barking, barking, barking,


  

  and now I can see him sitting in the orchestra,


  his head raised confidently as if Beethoven


  had included a part for barking dog.


  

  When the record finally ends he is still barking,


  sitting there in the oboe section barking,


  his eyes fixed on the conductor who is


  entreating him with his baton


  

  while the other musicians listen in respectful


  silence to the famous barking dog solo, that


  endless coda that first established


  Beethoven as an innovative genius.








  Walking Across the Atlantic



  I wait for the holiday crowd to clear the beach


  before stepping onto the first wave.


  

  Soon I am walking across the Atlantic


  thinking about Spain,


  checking for whales, waterspouts.


  

  I feel the water holding up my shifting weight.


  Tonight I will sleep on its rocking surface.


  

  But for now I try to imagine what


  this must look like to the fish below,


  the bottoms of my feet appearing, disappearing.








  Driving with Animals



  I drive this road that whips through woods at night


  always searching ahead for the reflective eyes of deer


  who will venture onto the grassy verge to browse.


  

  Winter-snug in the warm interior of the car,


  I am speeding in the vague nowhere between places,


  an arithmetic problem in space and time


  which passes slowly on this long solo haul.


  I feed cassettes into the dash, light cigarettes,


  check the softly lit panel of instruments


  measuring motion, pressure, heat, the arcana of the engine,


  but there is no red needle to indicate deer.


  

  If I drill my eyes into the night long enough


  I will hallucinate shapes in pockets of darkness,


  not only deer peering from the fringe of trees,


  but other anomalous animals: bison, zebra, even


  fish floating in the dreamy pools of fog,


  

  animals released from the minds deep zoo,


  animals we think we see in passing clouds


  and in the connected dots of constellations.


  Animals parading through the greenery of Eden,


  animals on the turning pages of storybooks.


  And always deer stepping from the sanctuary of woods,


  bolting across the hard ribbon of road in shock,


  locked in death-leaps in the sparkle of headlights.


  

  At home as the motor cools in the driveway,


  I will feel these rhythms in the quiet of the house.


  I will see the heads of deer in the darkened bedroom


  and a white flick of tail in the dresser mirror.


  I will dream of the sensational touch of a bucks fur


  and rock to sleep in the bow and lift of antlers.








  Strange Lands



  The photographs of the summer trip are spread


  across the table now like little mirrors


  reflecting our place in European history.


  

  They are the booty of travel, bordered and colorful,


  split seconds that we pass to friends after dinner


  one by one to make them believe we really found


  some sweet elsewhere, away from here.


  

  There we are, the familiar gazing out of the foreign,


  stopped in front of a carved Cistercian door,


  or leaning obliquely against a kiosk;


  frozen behind a blue and white Della Robbia,


  or parked at a caf table strewn with phrasebooks,


  obscured there in the underexposed shadow of an awning.


  

  The waiter in the background, mustache and apron,


  is carrying a tray of drinks to others even now


  as we flip through the stack another time,


  noticing how we tried to be as still as paintings


  until the quick rustle of the shutter released us


  

  to walk on again, unfocused, unphotographed,


  moving down a street of flowerboxes, motorcycles,


  two blurs in the weakening light of evening,


  black cameras capped, swaying blindly at our sides.








  Hunger



  The fox you lug over your shoulder


  in a dark sack


  has cut a hole with a knife


  and escaped.


  

  The sudden lightness makes you think


  you are stronger


  as you walk back to your small cottage


  through a forest that covers the world.








  Winter Syntax



  A sentence starts out like a lone traveler


  heading into a blizzard at midnight,


  tilting into the wind, one arm shielding his face,


  the tails of his thin coat flapping behind him.


  

  There are easier ways of making sense,


  the connoisseurship of gesture, for example.


  You hold a girls face in your hands like a vase.


  You lift a gun from the glove compartment


  and toss it out the window into the desert heat.


  These cool moments are blazing with silence.


  

  The full moon makes sense. When a cloud crosses it


  it becomes as eloquent as a bicycle leaning


  outside a drugstore or a dog who sleeps all afternoon


  in a corner of the couch.


  

  Bare branches in winter are a form of writing.


  The unclothed body is autobiography.


  Every lake is a vowel, every island a noun.


  

  But the traveler persists in his misery,


  struggling all night through the deepening snow,


  leaving a faint alphabet of bootprints


  on the white hills and the white floors of valleys,


  a message for field mice and passing crows.


  

  At dawn he will spot the vine of smoke


  rising from your chimney, and when he stands


  before you shivering, draped in sparkling frost,


  a smile will appear in the beard of icicles,


  and the man will express a complete thought.








  Plight of the Troubadour



  For a good hour I have been singing lays


  in langue doc to a woman who knows


  only langue doil, an odd Picard dialect


  at that.


  

  The European love lyric is flourishing


  with every tremor of my voice,


  yet a friend has had to tap my shoulder


  to tell me she has not caught a word.


  

  My sentiments are tangled like kites


  in the branches of her incomprehension,


  and soon I will be lost in an anthology


  and poets will no longer wear hats like mine.


  

  Provence will be nothing more


  than a pink hue on a map or an answer on a test.


  And still the woman smiles over at me


  feigning this look of sisterly understanding.








  Books



  From the heart of this dark, evacuated campus


  I can hear the library humming in the night,


  a choir of authors murmuring inside their books


  along the unlit, alphabetical shelves,


  Giovani Pontano next to Pope, Dumas next to his son,


  each one stitched into his own private coat,


  together forming a low, gigantic chord of language.


  

  I picture a figure in the act of reading,


  shoes on a desk, head tilted into the wind of a book,


  a man in two worlds, holding the rope of his tie


  as the suicide of lovers saturates a page,


  or lighting a cigarette in the middle of a theorem.


  He moves from paragraph to paragraph


  as if touring a house of endless, panelled rooms.


  

  I hear the voice of my mother reading to me


  from a chair facing the bed, books about horses and dogs,


  and inside her voice lie other distant sounds,


  the horrors of a stable ablaze in the night,


  a bark that is moving toward the brink of speech.


  

  I watch myself building bookshelves in college,


  walls within walls, as rain soaks New England,


  or standing in a bookstore in a trench coat.


  

  I see all of us reading ourselves away from ourselves,


  straining in circles of light to find more light


  until the line of words becomes a trail of crumbs


  that we follow across a page of fresh snow.


  

  When evening is shadowing the forest


  and small birds flutter down to consume the crumbs,


  we have to


  




OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
Taking Off Emily
Dickinson’s Clothes

‘BILLY COLLINS IS ONE OF MY FAVOURITE POETS
IN THE WORLD> CAROL ANN DUFFY






OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
Billy Collins

Taking Off
Emily Dickinson’s
Clothes

PICADOR





