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			To the memory of my brother Robert Dennis,

			true teacher, true friend, and to the

			memory of our brother Aaron
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			A Stand of Cottonwood

			I’m glad to be here, amid these cottonwood trees,

			Feeling the wind from the lake on my face,

			Sniffing the marsh smells and lake smells

			As I listen to the calls of unseen shorebirds.

			And I’m glad as well to acknowledge my civic coordinates:

			To be standing fifty yards from the Coast Guard station

			Barely half a mile from downtown Buffalo,

			At the western edge of the Empire State,

			Which might have taken more care of its shoreline

			Had it been ruled, now and then, by an emperor.

			Self-seeding cottonwood that began to root

			Some forty years back, I’ve read in a pamphlet,

			After the beach shacks were torn down and dredges

			Stopped dumping the sludge from the channel here.

			Trees that like their feet to stay wet while I

			Am thankful for the boardwalk path

			Lifted a yard above the cattails.

			Of the dozen birds named on the sign

			Beside their outlines, I can barely claim to know one

			By sight or sound. But that doesn’t mean

			I’m too old to learn. Already I can distinguish

			Their calls from the traffic noise blowing in,

			Now and then, from the Skyway, and the ship horns,

			And the lunchtime bells from the Cathedral.

			Maybe when I learn to listen, I’ll hear

			The tree toads scratching, or the tree roots

			Gripping the stone-rich soil and drinking,

			Or the termites tunneling in the logs—

			All oblivious to how close they are

			To what used to be numbered among the top three

			Grain ports of the Western world.

			So what if the grain is stored elsewhere now.

			It’s time to focus on the life at hand,

			Which explains why I’ve donned my safari hat

			And brought my binoculars:

			Because it’s now or never if I want to become

			Familiar with the residents of my neighborhood,

			Including these pioneer cottonwood

			Rising above the boardwalk

			And the birds unseen at rest in the canopy.

			And why not include the three fellow pedestrians

			Now approaching at a leisurely pace,

			Who nod when I nod, as if they knew me

			Or knew my kind. “Look, here’s another

			Late-blooming, cottonwood-loving creature

			With a northerly range.” Or, “Here’s another

			Self-appointed surveyor of urban wetlands

			Who hopes to learn on the job

			All he needs to know.”

		

	
		
			Fast Food

			I’d like to believe that the middle-aged woman

			Eating her dinner alone at the picnic table

			Provided by Ernie’s Red Hots, just off Route 5,

			Between Woodlawn and Silver Creek,

			Hasn’t made a wrong turn in life that’s deprived her

			Of friends and family. I’d like to believe that the words

			She was writing a moment ago weren’t part of a letter

			Accusing someone of betrayal or indifference

			But were notes to herself, perhaps for an article

			She’s been asked to write by the magazine she works for

			On fast-food providers on the eastern shore of Lake Erie.

			Which of them take pride in their work—that’s the question

			She may have committed herself to investigate.

			Here’s a woman who’s always found work in an office

			Too confining, who loves exploring the hinterlands.

			Thirty years ago she might have joined her brother

			In the study of law if lawyers still rode circuits

			As they did in the era of her father’s granddad.

			How sad to her the thought of being stuck forever

			Inside one courthouse, though she’d like to believe

			That some of the clerks at work in her brother’s office

			May find, as they browse a magazine on their break,

			The very article she’s now doing the research for

			And be gladdened to learn they needn’t be rich

			To afford a meal that will leave them feeling

			They’ve received, for once, far more than they expected.

			The rolls at Ernie’s, they’ll learn, whether white

			Or whole grain, are fresh, and the mustard

			Offers an artful blend of piquant spices.

			Before she gathers her notes and goes,

			She may copy Ernie’s address from her place mat

			So she can send her review when it’s published.

			His own conviction of being true to his standards,

			She realizes, may be all that matters. Still,

			It’s also true that a stranger’s endorsement

			May prove of use when he asks himself

			If he’s doing the work he was meant to do,

			Or some of the work, at least, if not all.

		

	
		
			Bad Days, Good Days

			On good days as well as bad the odds

			Against my birth seem overwhelming.

			But on my bad days they imply that my claim

			To existence is tenuous, barely more real

			Than the claim of the billions of others

			Who missed the cut, while on my good days

			My presence seems like a miracle.

			It hurts my pride on my bad days to recall

			The story my mother told about her parents:

			How they wouldn’t have met if the train

			That carried her father to the ship waiting at Hamburg

			Hadn’t broken down in a field near Brest-Litovsk

			So he had to leave for America seven days later

			On the ship that carried my grandma-to-be.

			It hurts my pride to feel my destiny

			Bound up with a broken axle or gasket,

			But on my good days the wonder I feel

			Is a smaller version of the wonder

			Felt by cosmologists when they consider

			How close the cosmos itself came to missing

			The boat into being, to losing its chance

			For passengers, ports, and oceans,

			For stars as plentiful as grains of beach sand.

			The difference between my wonder and theirs

			Is that mine is infused, on my good days,

			With gratitude. Of course, they’re pleased

			That everything managed to clamber aboard

			In the nick of time, but the alternative,

			Nothing at all, is too wispy for them to grasp,

			Whereas for me the story of Grandpa’s train

			Grinding to a halt on

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
NIGHT | scHooL

- PENGUIN .

_POETS

"CARL

"DENNIS





OEBPS/font/Shift-BoldItalic.otf


OEBPS/font/Shift-Light.otf


OEBPS/image/page_v.jpg
Carl Dennis

NIGHT SCHOOL

PENGUIN POETS





OEBPS/font/Fort-Book.otf


