


[image: images]





[image: images]




For Laura,
treasured friend and patron






“No one has a right to say that no water babies exist till they have seen no water babies existing, which is quite a different thing, mind, from not seeing water babies.”


—CHARLES KINGSLEY







The Function of Poetry


I woke up early on a Tuesday,


made a pot of coffee for myself,


then drove down to the village,


stopping at the post office


then the bank where I cashed a little check


from a magazine, and when I got home


I read some of the newspaper


starting with the science section


and had another cup of coffee and a bowl of cereal.


Pretty soon, it was lunchtime.


I wasn’t at all hungry


but I paused for a moment


to look out the big kitchen window,


and that’s when I realized


that the function of poetry is to remind me


that there is much more to life


than what I am usually doing


when I’m not reading or writing poetry.




One
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Walking My Seventy-Five-Year-Old Dog


She’s painfully slow,


so I often have to stop and wait


while she examines some roadside weeds


as if she were reading the biography of a famous dog.


And she’s not a pretty sight anymore,


dragging one of her hind legs,


her coat too matted to brush or comb,


and a snout white as a marshmallow.


We usually walk down a disused road


that runs along the edge of a lake,


whose surface trembles in a high wind


and is slow to ice over as the months grow cold.


We don’t walk very far before


she sits down on her worn haunches


and looks up at me with her rheumy eyes.


Then it’s time to carry her back to the car.


Just thinking about the honesty in her eyes,


I realize I should tell you


she’s not really seventy-five. She’s fourteen.


I guess I was trying to appeal to your sense


of the bizarre, the curiosities of the sideshow.


I mean who really cares about another person’s dog?


Everything else I’ve said is true,


except the part about her being fourteen.


I mean she’s old, but not that old,


and it’s not polite to divulge the true age of a lady.




Contemporary Americans


I was trying to make my way


across a busy street in San Francisco,


while carrying the new anthology of poetry


I’d been flipping through earlier that morning—


with my pot of tea and two pieces of cinnamon toast—


in which I was wedged between James Tate and Bob Dylan


because the poets were arranged old to young, according to age.


I had to avoid a couple of cars,


cross over two sets of trolley tracks,


and dodge a guy with a ski cap on a bicycle


in order to get across the street and enter


one of the city’s many hospitable parks


with their hedges, benches, and shade trees
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