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Open Books

�.

The two movers carried the furniture
past the book open on the reading stand
in the hallway. As he waited for me to sign
the bill of lading, the one in charge said,
“You people must be very religious, having
that big Bible right in the front hall.”
“No, it’s the works of Shakespeare.”
He took a close look, “Hey, Bobby,
Shakespeare wrote about you and me,
right here: A Comedy of Errors.”

2.

Dodie put ice water on the cane table
in the sun porch for the immigrant roofers.
She came upon the three of them
standing at the table, twisting their necks
to look at the open pages of the book
she’d left lying there: The Satanic Verses.
They hadn’t touched the forbidden pages,
but they looked up at her, guilt-stricken,
then went back outside to their bubbling
hot-tar machine. The reading from Shakespeare
for this occasion is from Love’s Labour’s Lost:
“I am toiling in a pitch, pitch that defiles.”
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The Testers

The biker and biker-chick came into Superstore
He had discreet skulls and daggers on his forearms
His blonde buxom-buddy was wearing a halter top
to show off the wings tattooed on her shoulder blades

They went straight to the aromatherapy counter
She unstoppered the samples one by one
and held each to his nose for a delicate sniff:

Sandalwood for lust
Jasmine for anxiety
Petitgrain for travel sickness
Marigold for abrasions
Rosemary for sunburn
Neroli for hangovers
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The French Bed

 Rembrandt, Etching and drypoint, 1646

The canopy has been pulled back, revealing the lovers:
they haven’t taken off their clothes, but the posture
is unmistakable, her knees raised and parted, 
and he lying between them. She is smiling
and holds his waist with both hands,
but the artist has left a third arm from a prior version
lying on the sheets in post-coital languor.
A bed-post holds a plumed cap, and a wine glass
sits half-empty on a little table, transcending
the tattered adage, at the same time half-full.
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Jessica Williams at the Yardbird Suite

William Blake saw the soul of his brother Robert
ascend into heaven clapping its hands.

At the jazz club, Jessica Williams played a song 
in memory of her cat. At the break, 
you told her about our own cat, Hercules,
shuddering and collapsing with a saddle thrombosis.
Williams held your hands with her own,
that famous wide span, and described
how she felt her cat’s energy leave its body,
rising through the ceiling.

Holding Hercules at the vet,
I felt him twitch once, 
very slightly, as the needle entered.

In the second set, Williams played a number
with notes so glassy they might have broken,
then kicked it into stride piano. After, we were the ones
who ascended into heaven, clapping our hands. 
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Waiting for the Gulf Stream

When I got my job in Canada,
the buzz in the graduate lounge grew very loud.

“You’ll have to teach in an academic gown.”

“It will be very cold there,
you can lose your life emptying the garbage.”

“No, Alberta is one of the maritime provinces,
he’ll get the Gulf Stream!”

The friendly immigration officer at Coutts
kept calling the country “Khanada.”
“I think you’ll like it very much
in Khanada.” Handing over 
the landed-immigrant card, he said,
“Welcome to Khanada”
I thought, I can manage the gown
and maybe I’ll toughen up for the cold,
but I will never learn to say Khanada.

I arrived in time for the coldest winter
on record in Edmonton, days of -�9.
I’ve never worn a gown,
never heard anyone say Khanada,
and I’m still waiting for the Gulf Stream.
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Eastern Pennsylvania on Flag Day
   June 14, 2007

“Where one can no longer love, one should pass by.”
   Friedrich Nietzsche

�.

Mostly I get the American news
mediated by the BBC World Report.
Sometimes a war story reminds me of the 60s,
sets me choking like an asthmatic reacting
to the ozone from a distant lightning strike.

I recall the flag code we learned in school:
the flag must be lowered at night,
and folded into a triangle
in a prescribed pattern.
It can be flown upside down
only as a sign of distress.
An old flag must be burned in a dignified ceremony.

People have been sent to jail
for wearing flag patches
on the seat of their pants.
It used to accompany the slogan
on bumper stickers: America, love it or leave it.

My father’s coffin was covered with a flag
that was folded correctly 
by the leader of the honour guard.
My mother lost it in one of her moves,
the one flag I would have cherished.
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2.

The flags were everywhere in Pennsylvania,
every business, half the houses on any block, 
the bumper stickers. In flower beds,
people use them as borders 
like red, white and blue flowers.
I even saw traditional barn stars
in the same colour scheme.
On Flag Day, banners broke out like a rash.

I preferred my daughter’s rainbow flag
on her porch in Topton: it has more colours.



Bert Almon is beginning his 40th year in 
Edmonton. His new book, A Ghost in 
Waterloo Station, was just published by 

Brindle and Glass. He teaches poetry writing at 
the University of Alberta, and it seems that just 
about everyone has been his student.
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