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Leggo: Writing a Life

My sense of who I am in the world is an effect of language, a sense of presence, a
representation, seemingly whole but always fragmentary.

For over two decades I have been writing autobiographical poetry and fiction about my
father in an effort to know him and to know my relationship with him. And in all my
searching for my father, I am reminded of Robert Bly’s haunting advice (1990): “It is
possible that we will never have the closeness we want from our fathers” (p. 121).
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Leggo: Writing a Life 49

In middle age I know my desires with an ache that pushes against

the walls of my heart, and I know I will never lie in my father’s arms,
but I will still know my father in love, thankful for all stories, written,
to be written, all fragments, only, subtending the whole and holy
story that always exceeds the geometry of the heart’s tangled lines.

On November 18, 2008, at seventy-eight years old, my father died with a brain tumour.
Our story is over and not over. I am left to write the story as well as I can, with as much
- wisdom as I can, What follows is aSeries of tuminations and poems, mostly remembered
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Leggo: Writing a Life

Slow Motion

In the beginning my father lost his nouns.
Then he couldn’t find his memories.

Now my father sleeps with a wide mouth.
His breathing is shallow and guttural.
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Leggo: Writing a Life 51

Hip Waders

I bought hip waders last summer
so I could go trout fishing

with my father. Like we often
fished when I was a boy.

I should have bought them a long
time ago. Today, my mother called.
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Leggo: Writing a Life

Intrepid

The doctor tells Skipper, You’re fiddly fit.

At seventy-eight, from May to September, he wants
to fish in the ponds, a lifetime familiar, but most

of his buddies didn’t make it much past seventy.

Because he is living a long life,

é_ a lot longer than many, he is often .
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Like a Rubik’s cube and crossword puzzles,

my father is an inscrutable text, indecipherable.
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Leggo: Writing a Life 53

Rumination 4

Our storied lives are never only unique and idiosyncratic accounts of individual and
isolate experiences. Instead, our stories are always part of a network of communal and
collaborative stories, a network that knows no beginning and no ending. As human beings
we are inextricably and integrally connected like fire and water and air and earth,
sustained by an ecology of ancient elements. In Enough About You: Adventures in
Autobiography DaVid Shields (2002) claims that he writes confessionally in order to
present himself as “a representative human belng (p- 53). Shields also notes that
]@nguage 1s)all yve haye to.co ‘.‘b s” even tid esn’t, not quite” (p 98).
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Leggo: Writing a Life

able 1magination, and the ineffable heart. Why am I reluctant to journey in-
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in big yachts to yak the weekend away,
snobs who eat at the Glynmill Inn

with prices three times higher

than the Seven Seas Restaurant,

snobs who drink coffee at the Natural Bean
instead of Tim Horton's (with dozens of donuts),
all the snobbish things I enjoy except
golf which I despise (even though |
I've only ever played mini-golf tw1 )
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Leggo: Writing a Life 56

The father is in the son,
the son is in the father.

Carrie says Skipper and |
have the same nose.
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Leggo: Writing a Life 57

crimson memories, gelled orange,
nature’s flamboyant dying

I could climb a poplar tree
and fall into the low gray sky
if I had enough faith to trust

the geometry of possibilities
in the countless shapes of trees, . -
rationality only énF way 05‘-;,
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Leggo: Writing a Life 58

his father was mixed with long periods of estrangement and rejection, Clarke confesses,
“I was absolutely unprepared for the death of my father, William Lloyd Clarke, on
August 31, 2005, at age seventy” (p. 70). Even though Clarke “still felt the need ... to
punish” his father “for not loving me enough as a child” (p. 72), he is poignantly
surprised by how his father’s “end hurt me most, wounded me most deeply, and was the
most psychologically crushing, perhaps because we had not been as close as I would have
liked, even though I now know his influence—for good and for ill—has been indelible
upon my life” (p. 71). In his grief, Clarke gives a voice to the experience of so many sons
as they reme}mber their fathers.
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: Writing a Life

and for the gifts he lived. It 1s fruitless to focus on what was not, or could ntbe and
what was not given or could not be given. As Chrlstopher chkey (1998 % tes.gpout his
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Homework

When my son was young,
most nights I helped him
with his homework

and remembered how
Skipper sat close beside me
on the edge of his big bed
while I memorized textbooks
and ansvyerﬂ questlo
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