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This book is for Donald Sheehan

—who hears so many voices so well, especially the most important one—
with love and fellow feeling.
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The Author in March

Remnant, rank corn snow
perspires like dirty dough.
What few drab birds there are
don’t fly up very far,
So hard do the clouds bear down,
Not much to this splotch of a_town—
Flue smoke, smalltalk, clutter.
Last autumn’s leaves clog gutters

And the brooks look choked with steam.
Swollen by ceaseless rain,
Their chalky gullies hiss

and mutter under the - mist.

A dead hare’s stiffening
within its pellet ring.
Tracks show puddle-rimmed

so that small scents stain the wind:

Coyote, fox, and 'cat
may take some heart from that,
Poking their hungry maws
into the prints of paws,
those runes of professional fear.
A barred owl whiffles near,
the night air’s autocrat.
Day shades into black.

By a smutted stove in his nook,

an author imagines a book.
There’s a chair; a lamp; a desk.

He's sleepy before his task.



His dented teakettle weird-
O ke Iy shudders, as if scared.
He draws a green shade down,

thin bulwark of his home.

“I believe...” begins a phrase.

Sleet clicks along the eaves,
his old clock tocks and plinks,

there’s rustling under the sink.
What an inventory.

What is a counter-story?

[ “He waggles his puny pen.
How might he truly begin?

Lo
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1959

I thought I was storing it up. I guess I did.
I didn’t know a thing.
[ was a slightly fat, a slightly handsome kid,
sixteen, on scholarship, away
from the new hegemon.
France was still coming to
—from the war and the war.

He didn’t say World War
One or World War Two or World War
anything. He spoke of the Guerre de quatorze,
which dismasted him. He drank up
what I'd bought him and he shuddered.
He adjusted his instrument
—some crude banjo-y thing—

on his stubbed right thigh. Badly and long,
he sang of the Guerre de quatorze.
It lasted so long
and it was bad. An idea—suffering—
fired itself through my frame
like the pastis I'd ordered
in my not half bad French.

If I could just stay right there'like that on that bench.
Those slight waves lisping. That gravel strand.
St. Jean de Luz. That breeze and mollusky stench.
That sun melting on the far Low Pyrenees.
If the people around me could just keep keeping quiet
like that—not because the music was good

but because it was long and awful



and was his and was theirs and was soulful.
If that warmth could run down into both my feet.
If it could stay like that, just slightly rank and tearful.
If it could just be this light forever.
If every eye could be wet but mine
and that of someone’s daughter, which kept shooting at me,
though I couldn’t determine whether to flirt or rebuke me.

To make a soul—1I could tell!—would be so easy.



