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The Perfect Life







I have a perfect life. It isn’t much,


But it’s enough for me. It keeps me alive


And happy in a vague way: no disappointments


On the near horizon, no pangs of doubt;


Looking forward in anticipation, looking back


In satisfaction at the conclusion of each day.


I heed the promptings of my inner voice,


And what I hear is comforting, full of reassurance


For my own powers and innate superiority—the fake


Security of someone in the grip of a delusion,


In denial, climbing ever taller towers


Like a tiny tyrant looking on his little kingdom


With a secret smile, while all the while






Time lies in wait. And what feels ample now


Turns colorless and cold, and what seems beautiful



And strong becomes an object of indifference


Reaching out to no one, as later middle age


Turns old, and the strength is gone.


Right now the moments yield to me sweet


Feelings of contentment, but the human


Dies, and what I take for granted bears a name


To be forgotten soon, as the things I know


Turn into unfamiliar faces


In a strange room, leaving merely


A blank space, like a hole left in the wake


Of a perfect life, which closes over.














Eros and the Everyday







as when emotion too far exceeds its cause


ELIZABETH BISHOP






A field of unreflecting things


Time is passing by: inert,


Anonymous beyond recall, the deflected


Objects of a self-regarding gaze


Untouched by the anxieties of proximity or love.


I tried to find those passions in the sky,


In moments when the heart surveys itself


As if from above, and wonders at the


Sight of something so particular and small.


A day brings language and a hint of what it means,


Of some presence waiting in the wings Beyond the stage, beyond the words that


Gathered in the night and stayed


And through whose grace I find, if not quite


What I wanted, then everything else:



The contentment of each morning’s


Exercise in freedom, freedom like a wall


Enclosing my heart; the disjunctive thoughts


Gesturing at some half-imagined whole;


A continuity that on the surface feels like love.






What is this thing that feels at once so nebulous


And so complete, living from day to day


Unmindful of itself, oblivious of the future


And the past, hovering like a judgment


Above the future, the present, and the past,


Floating in the distance like the eyes of love?


Call it “experience”—that term of art For time in an inhuman world


Indifferent to desire, the history


Of one who one day wandered off from home


Along a road that led from here to here:


These sidewalks and these houses, city streets


And suburbs and a highway flowing west


Through fields and quiet streams, uncharted


Trails descending to a farmhouse in a glen and


Nothing in myheart or in the sky above my heart.


And then from somewhere in that wilderness inside


I hear the murmur of a low, transforming tone


That fills the field of sight with feeling,


And that makes of blind experience a kind of love.






Let me stay there for a while, while evening


Gathers in the sky and daylight lingers on the hills.



There’s something in the air, something I can’t quite see,


Hiding behind this stock of images, this language


Culled from all the poems I’ve ever loved.


I don’t believe a word they say, a word I say,


But it isn’t really a matter of belief:


As ordinary things make up the world,


So life is purchased with the common coin of feeling,


Feelings deferred, that flower for a day


And then retreat into the language. And later,


When the hours they’d filled are summoned by a name,


It’s as if they’d never been, as if that tangible


Release could never come to me again.


I came here for the view, and what is there to see?


The place is still a place in progress


And the days have the feeling of fiction, of pages


Blank with anticipation, biding their time,


And ever approaching the chapter in the story


Where it ends, and my heart is waiting.














The Middle of Experience







My fear and my ambition: that my life


Remain the same, unchanging in its versions,


Constant as the street I lived on where the


Houses bode their dreams beneath a California sky.


That place is at the heart of what I mean,


Yet when I ask myself when I’ll return to it again


The question seems more urgent than the answer,


Coming, as it does, at the end of something—poetry?—


Composed of endless summer afternoons


I can’t imagine anymore, and fictions that created


Fictions of their own, yet somehow told


A story of a life indefinite as life,


Happening as it passes, leaving in its wake


An ease of mind and clarity of heart


Like a beautiful day. You want to bask in it,


Which is where you start: the middle of experience,







In a particular place, at a certain age—


In my case in Milwaukee, fifty-six,


My father dead just short of ninety-two,


The house in San Diego sold.






That house was unbelievable:


The fliers, when the stuff inside was sold,


Described it as a “decorator’s house”—


The rooms like jewel boxes or the interior


Of a Fabergé egg, designed to conceal the facts


Of being old, the boredom and the pain,


The minor pleasures of anticipation or a lovely day,


The chair in which he sat for hours following the light,


Kept company by his catalogs and cat.


After my mother died I wrote a poem


About the presence of a vast, inhuman world


Hidden behind our lives, as if a thing too close to see


Might finally be made visible in death.


Yet this time nothing seemed revealed: the


Neighbors kept their counsel while the realtors came and went


Beneath the flat blue sky I’d known since childhood;


The hospice overlooking Mission Valley


Kept its secret from the warm December day;


The new year promised a “renewal of experience,”


An idea I’ve never understood.






I wonder if that thought has less to do


With feeling than a sense of place, a sense that


Comes to you the way ideas usually do—



Between breaths, or in the shower,


Or on a walk around the neighborhood


On a cool day in early spring. That can’t be right:


This sense is of an absence of a place, a freedom


From constraint, the freedom of a part of me


Inhabiting this poem, and a part I left at home.


I like the image of a lime-green sky


Above a house two thousand miles away,


But distance doesn’t matter, and the color—well,


It pleases me, that’s all. The lights were on,


The keys were in the kitchen as I closed the door


On what once had been my life, that it might start again—


As though each day were a departure


And forgetting were the real renewal of experience,


Making the commonplace seem strange


And taking me to a place I’d been


So many times before, for the first time.














This Morning







To see things as they are is hard,


But leaving them alone is harder:


Snow in patches in the yard,


The vacuum in the sky, and in the soul


The movements of temptation and refusal.


I felt a day break. Nothing happened.


The windows gave upon a street


Where cars drove by as usual to the faint,


Unearthly measures of a music


Whose evasions struggled to conceal a


Disappointment all the deeper that the


Hope was for a thing I knew to be unreal.


I can’t do it yet. Perhaps no one can do it yet.


The unconstructed gaze is still a fiction


Of the heart, a hope that hides


The boring truth of life within the limits



Of the real, a life whose only heaven


Is the surface of a slowly turning globe.


Yet still I want to think I woke one day to—


To what? The crystal trees, an earthly silence


And the white, unbroken snow of a first morning?














In the Dark







Call it a consciousness


Constrained by no relation


To another, surviving


In an imagination






Where nothing is ever lost,


But merely diminished,


Making out of it a


Life that remains unfinished,






Always on the verge,


Limping from day to day.


The possibilities


One summer takes away







The next restores in turn,


As each year supplants


Whatever came before it.


There are gifts time grants:






The specious serenity


Of age that hides the fear


Of an anonymous


Future. An unshed tear






For what never happened


Or that happens now


Too late. No disappointments,


Just amazement at how






Much there is to see


And how little it all matters—


Words; some poems like rags


Lying about in tatters;






Idiotic questions


That fascinated once


And now seem frivolous;


The fact of sentience.






It isn’t what one wants


But what one has to choose—


Those who want everything


Inevitably lose







Everything they had.


What are the real measures


Of a complete life?


The imaginary pleasures






Of a world like an


Imaginary park?


The salt taste and strength


Of a body in the dark?






It seems so obvious,


But the trick is letting go.


What makes a simple choice


So hard? I don’t know.
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