Vroom

Time was, he had a red Maserati.

There had been, before that, a Thunderbird,
a yellow one, shipped over from the States,
totaled on the bridge to the Place Concorde.

His weekend style, 1976:

Mod-ishly long comb-over, corduroys,

red-clay stained Stan Smiths, worn navy Lacoste,
prescription sunglasses, tennis sweatband,

lanky with a stomach, though still the same,
really, with his constant comforting mix

of rough pats, barking and mute grimacing
while performing his triumvirate of

macho activity—wood-chopping,

tennis, mono-racing on straight-aways.
Whatever car he drove, especially

the shark-nosed, wood-paneled, quatro porte,

it was too small for us, five plus the dog.
Mostly, we three children stood in the back,
gripping the front seat, leaning sideways to
see out, two to the left, one to the right.

Dad drove weekends only, to the country.
First, the low rumble of riding over

the city’s then large swaths of cobblestone.
(Coming back, the sound penetrated sleep

like Mum’s voice, to say we are almost home.)
Then on the Periph, stop-and-go traffic

with its baffling logic—the French call it
driving “in accordion.” First it’s like

a three-lane funeral procession, patient,
resigned, respectfully three-feet apart,

or, in Dad’s world, the revved up beginning
of the race, when the cars ride in a pack

until the checkerboard stripe that means Go!
And it is like that, because suddenly

traffic loosens, odometers rising

in a choreographed getaway

until the next slow-down two miles away.

It drove him crazy, that on-off rhythm.

Pussies, he'd say, and downshift at high speed,
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[Ed. note: That is sound of the downshift, 10 beats long.]

And his other signature sound effect:

the up shift at high speed in Fontainebleau

on King Louis the Fourteenth's hunting paths,

now paved roads, straight as swords, in the forest.

The Maserati engines required this,

he claimed to Mum, who begged him to slow down.
"Butchie, plee-ease," she said to no effect.

It was thrilling in the backseat. Vah-rooooom.

--Susannah Hunnewell



