Joe House


When I Shoot Pool

When I shoot pool, I think
of lots of things. I ponder
about the angle, the speed,
the shape off the shot. I think

about the smell of cigarette
smoke and the yellow cast

from hanging lights across
the tables. I reflect on the song playing
on the jukebox, singing it softly

to myself. As I do, I realize
just how bad I sing… I miss
another shot. I think about going away

and coming home, to play my father
like I used to do when I was younger.
As I sit at the cramped table
off to the side, I see the blue stain

on the beige arm of my sweater

and how Dad always told me that you

are not a real pool player

without a chalk stain on your clothes.

I think about my dad and about
how rarely he misses and how effortless
his shots look. He’s some indifferent

veteran, circling the table like a boxer
in silence. I think about his straight shots,
his hook shots—baiting you 

into a trap—and how he never has truly
played a trick shot, playing pool
like his life, straight and true,
how he does not like the ball

to travel and he can stop it

exactly where he wants.
I think about when I will be
that good, when I can win
as much as he beats me. I think
about something he told me about
his life. He told me that he played
his dad in either Pinochle, Ping-Pong or pool…
and how, once he was equal to

his dad, his father refused to play
him anymore. Is that growing up? When you go from

hugs to handshakes—when your dad
becomes your father, have you outgrown
him? Or has he outgrown himself?

Age and life seem to be spinning
down pockets like pool balls
with too much english.

