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On Not Losing My Father’s Ashes in the Flood

We couldn’t find my father’s ashes  

during the flood of 2013  

and thought they had been swept away. Or maybe 

one of the volunteers, there only to do good, saw the jar  

that held them covered with silt and threw it out,  

as it went with so many things people cared for  

in the buried treasure of their homes –  

 

                                                                               family photographs, 

                                                                 manual typewriters, diplomas under glass. 

After the river left our house, two of my wife’s friends  

took apart our piano, which was waterlogged 

                                                                  and could not be saved. 

And the piano, being demolished, made a concert  

from the jugular grief of crowed wood, the broken memory of glue  

and the squeal of screws no longer holding fast. 

It ended with the crash of the great harp  

onto a crib of concrete,                                                     a zoo in panic,  

every note the piano knew climaxed at once, 

                                                                                              every animal howling  

                                                                                       as the river rose in their cages. 

At the news of my father’s ashes lost to the water,  

my neighbours winced like something wild  

had eaten a pet they’d all fed from their hands. 

But a friend from Poland thought it was hilarious,  

and so did I – we both come from a long line of cannon fodder.  
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Dad would’ve laughed, too. I’d kept his ashes  

because nothing I’d thought to do with them was right. He used to say,  

If you wait, things will solve themselves –  

the trick is knowing when to wait.

I was reading Robert Hass’s elegy  

for his younger brother – with Robert’s mind caught up  

                                        imagining a funeral  

in which his brother’s body was burned on a boat in the river, 

so first the fire, and then the air, and then, finally,  

the river took the body – as if downstream 

                                        was another word for heaven. 

We found the jar  

in a box of books and a remote-controlled car  

taken to the kitchen 

when everyone grabbed everything above the waterline;  

                          it had never been touched by the river. 

And now it sits on a shelf in my living room,  

my father’s ashes not taken by the flood  

that I will not give to the air  

until I have learned all he has to teach me  

                          with the last part of the earth that was him.



3

A Poem in the Arms of Tyrannosaurus Rex

I was a boy when the dinosaurs  

dragged their dead-weight tails 

through the museums of knowledge:                                         

                           so suffocating their mass, the marvel of it was they lived at all. 

But by the time I got to university, they had evolved:  

those tails rose from the mud and stuck straight out like yardarms,  

and they did a yardarm’s work;  

                                       the old monsters leapt up and raced, sleek Olympians. 

Out with the Frankensteinian shuffle and moan,  

in with hotfooting it after a jeep and roaring like three tenors into an oil drum. 

And now that I am the age of my students’ fathers,  

the terrible lizards have clothed themselves in brilliant feathers –  

                        them and all their descendants who hatch from the symbols of birth 

                                                     and grow, singing, into the symbols of freedom. 

Everything changes, even extinction. 

But through it all, a constant – the tiny arms of Tyrannosaurus Rex. 

Everybody loves those arms,  

part puzzle, part mystery, part joke –  

              hands that reach neither mouth nor prey,  

              ridiculous limbs that interrupt the symmetry  

of an otherwise streamlined aesthetic,  

                                                      like the penis of a naked man in profile.
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Someday, check out the skeleton of a whale.  

There are leg bones there, tucked in the flesh  

like bits of shrapnel no one bothered to remove,  

                                                     a fact you know but never use in conversation.  

 

What if those Tyrannosaurus arms never showed,  

             but stayed, creased upon themselves,  

remembering the time when the rest of the body wasn’t  

so pure and efficient that it could strike with a neck like a bullwhip, 

crush and pound with trip-hammer legs,  

             and lay open a Triceratops with its jackknife jaws alone? 

What if, inside that chest,  

             the Tyrant King folded his secret hands in vestigial prayer? 

What would we have to laugh at then?  

How else could we make the terrifying monarch of life  

             into a caricature of us,  

             who have lived so briefly  

                                                                              where he reigned so long? 
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Gone   

When the groom’s mother died on the way to the wedding in San Diego,     

                                       it became a wedding from an American novel. 

Everyone took the lead  

and no one agreed on how it should end  

                            so we focused on the purpose of each day – 

                                                                                 What else could we do? 

Sometimes that purpose was the wedding on the beach,  

sometimes it was the mother’s body still in Utah where she died. 

Everything fell into place as if it had been written –  

                                               which does not mean everything went well; it means  

                                               it seemed like an imagination was at work  

                                               the way the absurd makes you think life is fiction. 

It was an American novel right down to the road trip because  

American literature is about grief spread over space.

Instead of the honeymoon, 

the bride and groom drove his mother’s ashes back from the desert, 

taking the long way and photographs with the ashes 

               in front of the Grand Canyon and the Mandalay Bay Resort and Casino,  

        which she had planned to see on the ride home. 

We all carry the story, and we tell it to anyone who asks,  

How was your summer? expecting the usual,  

Good.



6

But it was not good, and you can only tell so many lies,  

so everyone who was there found their own way to talk about it –  

sometimes with the surprise up front,  

sometimes in the middle  

or setting the whole thing up for laughs  

                                                    with the dark twist at the end  –  

                             because characters in a novel can escape anything  

                                                                                                    except their story.  

I’ve surrounded myself with information, facts,  

             and every day the same pop song about  

                          absence lingering in the fragmented heart  

                                       plays itself over and over in my brain.

And I barely knew her. 

People are making lists – Update your will. What will you leave your children? 

My wife’s sister, tired of her quarrels, packed up her family  

                                                                           and moved right across the compass.  

But the way I see it, a song stuck in your head is  

your mind reaching for poetry like a drowning mouth reaching for air,  

and you never know how beautiful air, or light, or life are until you must gasp. 
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This Son of York 

All the world’s a phrase, 

and of all the phrases in the world, my father loved best 

                           Now is the winter of our discontent  

                         made glorious summer by this son of York. 

It sprung from his lips I know not how oft,  

and it leapt among the last he said 

the day they mended his shattered hip, and,  

fearing his heart would fail on the table,  

the doctors asked me what they should do.

My father’s will was the last whole thing he had, I knew:  

                                                     Let him go, I said, and signed the page. 

And then I walked to where he waited and took his hand. 

Now is the winter of our discontent, 

             he began again, his voice with Shakespeare  

made glorious summer. 

It has taken me all this time to ask, why  

those words and not some others – or his own?

And I have written of him having a divine and terrible beauty 

                                                                               I could not help but praise. 

My father answered with this soliloquy that  

begins the play where Richard, who would be Third,  

though not yet king, humpbacked, gross and loathing  

every beautiful thing he beautifully describes,  

longs for war’s reprise when he,  

rudely stamped, unfit for love or joy,  

could be monarch among men at their monstrous height. 
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My father longed, too,  

for the days of youth and war  

as the last time in his life he knew exactly what to do. 

What comes to me now is how out of place a man  

such longings make,  

           how little peace could offer him when he put down the gun,  

                     and all the words he lived by then lay down their meaning beside it. 

And all my writing around his name became a losing argument for the beauty 

of a man who found beauty everywhere but in himself. 

My father taught me a poem is not its words, but the ringing it leaves behind. 

And when my father from his hospital bed spoke the usurper’s lines who 

put every molecule of rage into laying waste to what he saw,  

I understood it then: my father was never reciting this precipitous rant,  

                                                                   he was rewriting it,  

replacing every word with one that reads the same but means the opposite. 

He looked me full in the face, the way I look at my own daughter and my son, 

glorious summer he’s said to me for almost half a century,  

and with that clutch of words  

                                                     this son of York held on.
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The World Made New

When he realized that he would never leave the Home,  

                                         my father was as furious as  

              a man with a memory refined to minutes could be. 

He flared out in short blasts at the knowledge,  

then faded just as fast into puzzlement at where he was. 

Then he’d figure it out again. 

Watching him was like watching fireflies in a forest, 

              each one a fragment of light,  

but not so great a light to keep away the darkness  

                                                                               that gives the light its meaning. 

My father felt betrayed by the doctors who’d  

repaired his busted hip, and for him, the old soldier,  

                                       betrayal was the greatest of sins. 

It would only be a matter of time  

before he’d forget the origin of his presence  

among them who slept in their chairs to the soundtrack of the tv,

and though he never believed that he had always been there,  

eventually he understood that dying was his only escape 

from the piece of shit body he declared he had left.  

The worst part was the argument 

to explain the memory he no longer had  

because you need a memory to grasp your memory’s loss. 
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I asked him about the day when he, filled with gratitude 

for the surgeons, looked for something of himself to give to the intern 

who was with him when he woke,  

                                                                 and, owning nothing else,  

             he took the ruined ball joint of his leg that 

                                                      they had cut away so he could walk,  

and offered that. 

He answered he remembered, but when I asked  

what he remembered later, he did not know,  

and denied I posed a question. 

Around we’d go  

                     in that darkness together –  

                                    trapped in that terrible excellence 

                                                 poets long for in every poem 

                     that moment words have no past and in them is the world made new. 


