Nightsliding (final)

The night before he goes away for good

Tom and I haul our sleds up Keg Hill.

Our golden retriever Gus leads the way

on the tracks we made the day before.

Like frozen ghosts our shadows glide beside

us, silently mocking our labored steps.

At the top of Keg Hill Tom is breathing

hard; steam pours from his mouth like (hoary) ghostly fire.

“Hey look,” he says and opens his mouth wide

and blows. “I’m a winter night dragon.”

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

and breathe. I’m the sugar house chimney.

Our forced laughter comes back to us, wooden.

Spooky, isn’t it, Tom says, so quiet?

For days the quiet has been chasing him;

After all, it’s why we’re out her sliding (so late).

Suddenly Tom attempts a spastic jig,

some kind of heavy booted exorcism.

His dance dies and he flops down in the snow.

Bent and twisted, he stares into the sky

past me, the dog, the twisted trees,

past our hill, our town, our cold country.

Stony-faced he says, “Amoronsayswhat?”

It’s an old coat this familiar game but

tonight it’s frayed and so well worn I can 

see right through it. I say “What” anyway.

He’s trying to laugh, but instead he’s

fighting a squeaky screeching noise in his throat. 

Get up, I beg, but he goes on shaking,

choking on this jagged fear inside him.

Tom crawls to his sled, a black Torpedo.

“Give me a push,” he barks. “Give me a push

goddammit.” I can barely move him but

I try, leaning onto him with all my weight.

Somehow I budge him forward, but I slip

and let my arm get caught in the tow rope

and Tom on the sled is picking up speed

dragging me behind him, as little shards

of ice stab into my cheeks and chin and

snag in my eye lashes, but I can’t feel

them. Tom is cursing at me, flailing back

his arms at me. “Let go of me, you queer!”

he shouts at me without even looking 

back once. I let go. Through snow-glistened eyes 

I watch him slide so fast down the hill I 

swear he’s airborne until he disappears 

for an instant in an explosion of powder. 

I blink my eyes once, and again, and the

shards of ice melt, and my eyes adjust to

the moonlight and I am suddenly aware

of the craggy hill, the phantoms in 

the snow beneath naked tree limbs, and Tom

kneeling, his hat twisted funny, the sled

in pieces behind him. Cold steam like a spirit

escapes his mouth and rises,

evaporating just a few feet above him.

I am hoping he is hurt, a broken

arm or leg or spine. But he isn’t.

He gets up, shakes the snow from his coat and

starts to walk home. By the time I walk down

the hill I’m crying good and hard because

I know I’ll never see him again.

