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            for Shana,

my brothers, their families,

Matt, and my mother

in memoriam my father, W. L.5

         

      

   


   
      
         
            6Pattern, like a magnetic field,

            is passionate in restraint

            
                

            

            Veronica Forrest-Thomson
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            SPELLING

            
               Weeds triumphant ranged

               Strangers strolled and spelled

               At the lone orthography

               Of the elder dead

               (Dickinson)

               14
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               Postcard to Shana with photo of Washington Avenue Bridge (Minneapolis)

            

            
               
                  You said, do you ever look down and think

                  he jumped from this high? We were young. We had

               

               
                  poet-fathers to lean on, and real fathers.

                  We could ask those questions, because they were

               

               
                  just poets, just fathers to us then.

                  We crossed the Mississippi several

               

               
                  thousand times those years and every time

                  I would look down, at air and rocks and water, and

               

               
                  there was the poet, falling.

                  January nights, out late, snow blurring

               

               
                  the spherical lamps, or pumping my bicycle’s

                  pedals as fast as they would go across that

               

               
                  bridge in May, stolen peonies tied

                  to the rack—we both did what we shouldn’t,

               

               
                  each in our own way.

                  When you get this note, it will be

               

               
                  the future. Under cheap polyfil comforters

                  our students will kiss with the ardour

               

               
                  of those who know the world will never end.

                  Friendship is a kind of time-machine, it turns out: 16

               

               
                  I remember your arrival from the place called Paradise

                  and the smell of hot vinyl in your car. Not long

               

               
                  ago. We sat, two decades back, in my red room

                  to write the first things we would ever teach.

               

               
                  We flew from that bridge after

                  the poets we loved. But see. We lived to tell.
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               Simile

            

            
               
                  How does a simile work?

                  —Place something next to something

                  and say, here. (The here is where

                  the somethings touch.) The rainy

                  night, like Debussy.

                  There on the shelf, a piece

               

               
                  of grapevine in a blue

                  vase. The world is so much

                  like itself it can be hard to see.

                  Tomorrow I will try again

                  to understand: what is a simile?

                  All night, all day: the rain

               

               
                  comes in vertical lines,

                  then horizontal lines,

                  like a drawing made

                  on the world I can perceive.

                  How does the simile do

                  whatever it is it does to us?

               

               
                  The world is touching

                  the world itself and touching

                  me. My hand, this pencil

                  making all these marks.

                  A drawing of the world

                  that is the world, that I

                  can make. That’s making me.
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               Sonnet for ordinary time

            

            
               
                  A little wind. A little bit of rain.

                  The first leaves drifting down from ash and oak.

                  The cosmos, wild now and full of blooms;

                  the purple furze on bolted artichoke.

                  Nasturtiums pile. The finches come to land

                  on sunflowers’ heads, that hang toward the ground.

                  The plums are gone, the apples, too; the corn

                  stands stripped of every ear, dried out and brown.

                  Fall’s sentence here is clipped—no lengthy phrase

                  compounding thought and image to express

                  what’s clear for anyone to see. Short days.

                  Damp air. The blackcap (once again) has left her nest.

                  The things I struggle for with pen and ear

                  return in autumn’s grammar every year.
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               Wrappers

            

            
               
                  You may remember all the times they took us to the Russian grocery store

                  and let us buy chocolates, because I saved (yes, these too)

               

               
                  the wrappers from the candies, printed with nesting dolls, alphabets

                  I didn’t understand. And I can show them to you,

               

               
                  having kept them in this notebook since childhood, and remember

                  the days we spent in the fabric store next door

               

               
                  among discount bolts of mill-end fabric, bins of buttons as tall

                  as we were, then. Every time we wanted more buttons, more

               

               
                  candies wrapped in foil or with pictures of ladies in fancy clothes.

                  We saved them all up. They were beautiful. Worth keeping.

               

               
                  I thought we were rich. We were just barely breaking even.
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               Second born

            

            
               
                  A ring of wool.

                  A ring of glass.

                  A ring of iron filings.

               

               
                  A ring of feathers.

                  My brother’s breath becomes

                  balloons and vases.

               

               
                  A ring of wool

                  on carding combs,

                  a ring of filaments of glass.

               

               
                  After dark, some little

                  sparks still cling

                  to anvil’s underside.

               

               
                  A ring of salt. A ring of ash.

                  What he gave me, I will keep:

                  a ring of glass, a ring of wool.
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               Three and four swans

            

            
               
                  For brothers, goose-quills

                  sewn into wings

                  with linen thread

               

               
                  and gut-cord,

                  steel needle, bone

                  needle. For, brothers,

               

               
                  we’ll have winglight,

                  air thrown by muscle,

                  streetlamp counter flight.

               

               
                  Not wild, swans

                  made by hand:

                  cloth harnesses, leather

               

               
                  crownpieces, cutwork, red

                  filling stitch not

                  blood but silk.

               

               
                  Do you like

                  our bird suits,

                  brothers? At night

               

               
                  your eyes will shine

                  in prairie cities,

                  far from me.

               

               
                  We will break

                  through fences, we

                  will launch ourselves 22

               

               
                  onto wind, sing

                  with human voices migration

                  songs over ocean,

               

               
                  over island, over

                  railway, over airport:

                  diaspora song, change

               

               
                  song, song of leaving—

                  songs that mean

                  no turning now,

                  no going back.
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               The kingdom of childhood

            

            
               
                  The power was out when we woke up.

                  This was before I had begun to bite my nails,

                  before our middle brother’s glasses, in the room

                  the colour of a robin’s egg. There was a radiator,

               

               
                  a window cloaked in yellow cloth, our red

                  and yellow and blue plastic cups on the sill.

                  And our father came in to find us every

                  morning, carrying the baby in his arms and

               

               
                  a song from the other side of the house:

                  girls in the woods, whalers in ships,

                  a man in love on an unfamiliar street,

                  a house built half on desert, half in forest.

               

               
                  Don’t you believe what your parents

                  sing to you in the dark? Don’t you believe

                  the rain on the window is a code that says

                  everyone will be safe, forever, and beloved?

               

               
                  When the lights went out in summer

                  there were white candles in the darkness.

                  Our father had a bristly beard.

                  Our mother helped us set the table

               

               
                  while he played the guitar. They were always

                  singing us to sleep, sewing machine humming

                  in the next room, and we could believe,

                  without having to believe, in what dew on grass 24

               

               
                  and frost on grass in the morning say: again. Again.

                  The sugar maple giving itself to the fire.

                  The midnight picnics of Ritz crackers and raisins.

                  Our father loving our mother all the livelong day.
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