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Ontario







I spent last night in the nursery of a house in Pennsylvania. When I put out the light I made my way, barefoot, through the aftermath of Brandywine Creek. The constellations of the northern hemisphere were picked out in luminous paint on the ceiling. I lay under a comforting, phosphorescent Plough, thinking about where the Plough stopped being the Plough and became the Big Dipper. About the astronomer I met in Philadelphia who had found a star with a radio telescope. The star is now named after her, whatever her name happens to be. As all these stars grew dim, it seemed like a good time to rerun my own dream-visions. They had flashed up just as I got into bed on three successive nights in 1972. The first was a close-up of a face, Cox’s face, falling. I heard next morning how he had come home drunk and taken a nose-dive down the stairs. Next, my uncle Pat’s face, falling in slo-mo like the first, but bloody. It turned out he had slipped off a ladder on a building-site. His forehead needed seven stitches. Lastly, a freeze-frame trickle of water or glycerine on a sheet of smoked glass or perspex. I see it in shaving-mirrors. Dry Martinis. Women’s tears. On windshields. As planes take off or land. I remembered how I was meant to fly to Toronto this morning, to visit my younger brother. He used to be a research assistant at the University of Guelph, where he wrote a thesis on nitrogen-fixing in soya beans, or symbiosis, or some such mystery. He now works for the Corn Producers’ Association of Ontario. On my last trip we went to a disco in the Park Plaza, where I helped a girl in a bin-liner dress to find her contact-lens.


– Did you know that Spinoza was a lens-grinder?


– Are you for real? 


Joe was somewhere in the background, sniggering, flicking cosmic dandruff from his shoulders.


– A lens, I went on, is really a lentil. A pulse.


Her back was an imponderable, green furrow in the ultraviolet strobe.


– Did you know that Yonge Street’s the longest street in the world?


– I can’t say that I did.


– Well, it starts a thousand miles to the north, and it ends right here.



























The Coney









Although I have never learned to mow


I suddenly found myself half-way through


last year’s pea-sticks


and cauliflower-stalks


in our half-acre of garden.


My father had always left the whetstone


safely wrapped


in his old, tweed cap


and balanced on one particular plank


beside the septic tank.







This past winter he had been too ill


to work. The scythe would dull


so much more quickly in my hands


than his, and was so often honed,


that while the blade


grew less and less a blade


the whetstone had entirely disappeared


and a lop-eared


coney was now curled inside the cap.


He whistled to me through the gap







in his front teeth;


‘I was wondering, chief,


if you happen to know the name


of the cauliflowers in your cold-frame


that you still hope to dibble


in this unenviable


bit of ground?’


‘They would be All the Year Round.’


‘I guessed as much’; with that he swaggered


along the diving-board










and jumped. The moment he hit the water


he lost his tattered


bathing-togs


to the swimming-pool’s pack of dogs.


‘Come in’; this flayed


coney would parade


and pirouette like honey on a spoon:


‘Come on in, Paddy Muldoon.’


And although I have never learned to swim


I would willingly have followed him.
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