
EACH LIFE IS A LANGUAGE NO ONE KNOWS 
 
It went well. That’s what the man who helped take 
my friend’s life said after my friend drank a last glass 
of Chilean wine laced with the date-rape drug Rohypnol 
and then allowed the man and his helper 
to place an Exit Bag from a box marked Party Balloon 
Kits, on his head, and pump him full of helium. It went 
well. That’s what the man said to my friend’s wife 
who waited in the living room, in her dressing gown 
dwelling deeply in her own thoughts and feelings.  
 
Whose thoughts and feelings — apart from her own — 
might she have dwelt upon? The man said the inflated  
helium bag rose above my friend’s head like a chef’s hat  
before being pulled down over his face. I like to think  
my friend drifted up and away into that unknown country  
he had written about, but death, that day 
was the sound of one cold hand clapping as I made my way 
back down my friend’s driveway, which looked as if  
it had been paved recently with crushed bones. It went  
well. A man spends his life saying goodbye  
to other people. How does he say goodbye to himself? 
 
 
 
THE WEATHER  
 
This week’s forecast, the probability 
of grief. What’s left of our life together  
decided not to live, and it was you  
who tried to rescue us, dialled 911 
but reached repair instead. “If you’d like  
to report a fatality, continue to hold. If you  
believe in happily-ever-after, hang up 
and try your call again.” Driving through  
 
horizontal rain to get home to you last night 
I should have swerved when the wind gave me 
the opportunity on that straight stretch  
of road; I felt the urge. I want to die  
needlessly, not after a long courageous  
battle with what-the-fuck, not lovingly  
surrounded by who-the-fuck giving me  
a thumbs up for sticking around 
 as stubbornly as I did.  I feel 



 
the weather on us tonight, old darling, the sky 
so black you’d think it was the only colour God loved.  
 
 
WAR IS KIND 
 
I confess: I pinched my best friend’s 
baby brother and made him cry. 
I was cruel to a fly; I told my father 
in Ireland, circa 1976, he had wasted 
his life. I aspire to being kind, 
the way war is kind. 
 
Remember sitting at the bar,  
of the Clifden Hotel in Massey, Ontario 
with Murray Muncaster, circa 1988? 
“All my life I refrained,” he said. 
“All my life I refrained, and nobody noticed.” 
 
 
TENDERNESS 

Two kingfishers fly into plate glass 

windows at opposite ends of my house  

in the same moment: what 

are the odds? I expect they had been flying  

towards one another for thousands of miles,  

across centuries, or at least from opposite  

sides of the river. No matter: same outcome.  

Two bodies committed to the ground,  

the hard ground, no time for prayer.  

Does anyone care that I sit here paralyzed  

with tenderness? Don’t think  

for a moment anybody cares. Suffering  

only comes in two kinds. Yours.  

And mine. 

 

 
 
PATIENCE  
n. A minor form of despair, disguised as a virtue — Ambrose Bierce 

At the Deep Cove Elementary School Christmas fair, 
on a tour of my granddaughter’s class, I find a poster 
no doubt put there to provoke me — Virtues:  
The Gifts of Character — a list of 52 positive  
(subjective, at best) traits, each one a vague abstraction.  



(Restraint is not included, but Patience, tryingly, is.) I go  
in fear of abstractions and worry  
for my granddaughter’s future, that she won’t grow up  
being able to show not tell, but embrace, instead, dim  
concepts like Enthusiasm, Excellence, and Service.  
Lucca is five: how will Enthusiasm help her cope 
when she finds her white cat in the ditch, a bib 
of flies at its throat? How can she hope to achieve  
Excellence by learning to sing “Jesus don’t want me 
for a sunbeam” in French? When the slow neighbour 
boy asks to kiss her new breasts to make them grow, 
will she comprehend Service? And Patience, 
 
give me a break.  At Christmas, Patience is  
sottish. Impatiently I wrap gifts, knowing they will be  
unwrapped with the same enthusiasm. I bake  
an excellent cake; it feels good to be of service.  I explain  
to Lucca who Jesus is, who he’s thought to have been,  
without once calling the crèche a negativity scene;   
I keep it all in. Until the boy next door visits  
with his new dog and half an hour later the gingerbread  
house lies in ruin. We’ve spent hours decorating  
and our showpiece has become a muddle of squashed  
gummy bears, shards of peppermint sticks and crushed  
licorice twists: I want to weep into my one ounce  
of cottage cheese — there’s restraint! —but tell her  
she must be patient, he’s a boy, and the dog hasn’t been  
to obedience school yet. Lucca pipes up, “Patience.  
That’s one our character gifts.  It’s super super  
hard. You really want to do it but you can’t keep it in.” 
 
She throws her thin arms around my body, determined  
to keep everything in. If she lets go she knows I will  
scatter, like all those sweet pieces at our feet on the floor. 
 
 
 
 
 


