Nightsliding (#2)

The night before Tom will go away

we haul our sleds to the top of Maple Keg Hill.

Big dog Gus leads the way 

on the tracks we made the day before. 

In the silence shadows like frozen ghosts glide 

beside us, mocking our labored steps.

At the top Tom is breathing heavy. Hey look, he says,

I’m a winter night dragon.

No, look at me, I say. I lean my head back

and hurl steam at the moon. I’m the sugar house chimney.

Our laughter comes back to us wooden and hollow.

Spooky, isn’ it, I say, so quiet?

Tom tries to dance. He jumps to kick his heavy

boot heels together but he keeps slipping.

He collapses in the snow, bent and twisted. Frozen

Abruptly, he spits out at me “AMORONSAYSWHAT?”

The word (What?) leaks out of me before I catch myself.

Tom’s laughter is too loud and too harsh

He’s crying he’s laughing so forced and hard

And I’m mad-embarrassed because he’s made me stupid, again.

Tom crawls into his sled, a black Torpedo. Give me a push, 

he barks at me. Give me a push, goddammit.

I can barely move him he’s so big

so I learn onto him with all my weight.

I am unaccustomed to putting my hands on him.

His back is shivering beneath the rough canvas of the new coat.

But I budge him forward, somehow, and I slip 

and let my arm get caught in the tow rope of his sled

and Tom on his Torpedo is dragging me down the hill.

He is swearing at me, flailing back his fist at me

without even looking back. Let go of me, you queer, he shouts

and I can see the cold steam pouring out of his mouth and nostrils

I let go all right and I watch through snow-glistened eyes

as Tom slides so fast down the hill he must be airborne

Until he disappears in an explosion of powder at the bottom of the hill.

I blink my eyes once, and again, and the crystalline glistening

melts, and my eyes adjust to the moonlight and I see

the craggy sliding hill, the shadows of naked tree limbs, and Tom

kneeling, his hat twisted, the Torpedo in pieces behind him.

I can see the cold steam coming out of his mouth.

I start to cry right there on the top of Maple Keg Hill

when he starts to stand up and walk toward home 

because I know he will be all right. I know he will be all right.

