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Deciphering Earliest Remembered
Sound

 


All the sound in the world sucked

to a wavering, wailing note

I perch on my father’s knee,

afraid, look through our window

Utah’s lights snuff, quickly, quickly,

silver sequins turn dark

until the skyline disappears

against deep velvet. There,

among our overstuffed chairs

doilies protect fat rolled arms.

The siren whines to silence.

 


What could that have
been?

 


Oh, nothing, an air raid


my mother answers

as if her words were lyrics

she wanted to forget.

Would the lights return

charged with sound that split

my father’s hand from mine.

Father wears a cunt cap, grosgrain
ribbons

across his heart; smells of gabardine

and good-byes. His eyelids twitch

Mother, once again, says

 


Oh, probably nothing at all.

 


Long Before They Shut the
Napster Down

 


my father
collected blursounds

get out of
town

downloaded
into the night soft jazzy

lights, sweet
pink smoke

the smell of
Jack Daniel's hot

satin doll

to real
applause, nothing canned

 


found in the
night a voice

like a staccato bass Wes Bowen

at KSL croons ella
and shearing

at midnight to benefit a crowd

of one, alone
at the wheel

make
believe

 


marimbas,
smooth

lullaby of
birdland

sweet
humanbaby-whine of clarinets

and a moon

no electronic
nothing

humthrum of
base, brushswish metal on cymbals

 


tell you what
it's all about

lucky to get
it before they shut the music down

smokey
joe's

dispenser of
joy, free of charge

cut me a
rose


Reincarnation

 


How little I
know of dragonflies,

how they come
in August,

leave again
without a word,

wonder where
they live when I can’t

see them,
whether they sting, whether

that is a song
they sing

or a
warning.

 


This
dragonfly, small, the first I’ve seen

dressed in
amber and gold sunlight,

joins me in a
swim, skims

the water’s
surface, divebombs.



 


Then comes

another—this
one familiar

opal, much
larger, mating perhaps,

two of them
faster than one.

I duck to
avoid them, frightened,

feel the water
close over

my head. I choke, inhale air.

The things I didn’t know

about my father, his coming and goings,

the fearing he
would not return.

One day, only
a dawn or decade ago,

he didn’t.


Façade

 


Curried herring, chartreuse on butter lettuce on a plate at a
wedding in this decade. I thought of you,
my nemesis. You from decades past. You, my
husband's father, and by extension my man so grown but still so
touched by your lacks. You, impressed by cosmopolitan tastes not
available to the coffin-bound. But you liked me because I,
provincial child of the 50s, liked herring in sour cream and
capers.

 


Beside this
hors d'oeuvres-memory served up on a crystal plate, green apples
cubed in light sour cream, pretty in a shell of radicchio, more my
usual fare. California light, still no sophisticate. More what my
husband I have become after four decades of cursing the clubs and
Cads you chose over us. He walking against your current, I at his
side. I wait for the time when his break is more than choosing
endive over porterhouse, more than picnics at the Hollywood bowl
rather than the Ambassador Club's dark dining hall. He my passion,
lost in another's tides—yours. I wait for him to emerge from behind
the wall you built.


Finally, Uncle
George

 


the man we
never understood,

our family's
reverse vinegar man

who didn't
love our Noni enough,

had no
children to capture his smile.

I brush Daddy
Long Legs

from corners,
stack his fine

custody—Preben
Holm pipe,

sterling
links, French-cuffed

shirts and
monogrammed—in piles

for nieces,
nephews, peel labels

he used to
designate heirs

from his array
of porcelain

whisker
brushes, pack sour-smelling

tweed blazers
into boxes for Catholic

Charities (No
Deseret Industries

or Salvation
Army per his instructions),

find his books
in the basement,

the collection
so large it would

fit nowhere else, precision arranged

the way he fit
Israel and Greece

between his
bad spells—no room

for
argument—by subject, by height

of the volume,
stuffed into their jackets

and under
their covers related

articles from Tribune, New
Yorker,

Boston Review dated by hand in
prim,

dim
gentlemanly script, every one (both books

and clippings)
nicked with notes in margins,

flyleafs, on
desiccated bookmarks, underlined

early on
precisely with leaded pencils, later

irregularly
with ballpoint, later still highlites

yellow (now
faded), quotes he agreed

with in neon
green, meticulous but no note

of who
should have them. I would

"pack" them into my Samsonite, ship

the rest to
California where they would sit

unopened for
lack of room. I resist. The gift

is in the
memory, in knowing

the man whose
bookshelves

resemble mine,
the man finally gone,

finally
understood.


Grateful: The Last
Lesson

in Who He Was,
Who I Should
Be

 


Before the
days of PCs he kept

books. I brush
silver webs

from plank
shelves

 


he screwed
into concrete

walls above
the desk he rescued

from a
demolition site. This his office,

 


bent khaki
filing drawers,

a scratched,
black Underwood for pecking

out expense
account records,

 


dim light from
a narrow window

in a
foundation well, bare

incandescent
hung with a string,

 


a metal tassel
for an easy

reach to light
the early afternoons

when he'd
sneak home

 


to do his
bookwork just before the winter

sun weakened
as it reached

for the
Oquirrhs about four. Saved

 


Tribunes, Posts, the hefty
library

dictionary
full of four-color pages

of minerals
and national flags

 


that once
waved above countries

that no longer
exist but it was

the National Geographics

 


that surprised
me, pages tagged

with paper clips, pictures of Congolese

women, brass
rings around their necks.

 


Abu Simbel
being raised above a desert

soon to be inundated, starry nights in Turkey,

Watkins Glen, Chrysler Building. This message

 


after he was
gone from a father

who always
said, with one of his famous

grins, that
there was nothing

 


east of the
Mississippi worth seeing,

anyway.

How long it
took me to decipher the code.

 



Remembered for his
smile

 


The man who smoked a hundred cigarettes

a day, swore
like an Irish fish monger,

lied about the
dimensions of mosquitoes

and women,
will be remembered

for his
smile.


Atrophied
Spirit

 


Were
Triptolemus nursed by a man the story

would be
parallel bars, my father, his son.

Knowing the
child destined to sit high

on Olympus,
fit as he was to lead

mortals,
Demeter holds him close

to the clear
blue miraculous

flame. Panic! Eager to save

the child this
moment

of pain
paid

for a
future

of glory

on the
mountain of Gods, the parent snatches

him from the fire. Demeter says You!
Cruel

in your
fondness
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