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				In Memoriam

				EAVAN BOLAND 

				September 24, 1944–April 27, 2020

				
					A woman leans down to catch a child

					who has run into her arms

					this moment.

					Stars rise.

					Moths flutter.

					Apples sweeten in the dark.

					from “This Moment”
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				INTRODUCTION

				Years ago, as I prepared to teach a class on the poems of Emily Dickinson at Columbia, I memorized 140 of them—not such a prodigious feat as so many are fewer than twenty lines, and I’ve been learning poems by heart since childhood when I encountered John Greenleaf Whittier’s “Barefoot boy, with cheek of tan!” and Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s “Grave Alice, and laughing Allegra.”

				I’ve had this short one of Dickinson’s in mind so much this spring of 2020:

				
					Presentiment—is that long Shadow—on the Lawn—

					Indicative that Suns go down—

					The Notice to the startled Grass

					That Darkness—is about to pass—

				

				An everyday event yet momentous. The grass is startled. Death was prevalent in Dickinson’s life, from an early age. Childhood friends and cousins perished overnight from fevers, and when she was in her thirties, young men from her village of Amherst died in the Civil War or returned missing limbs, blinded, or psychically dislocated for life.

				
					There’s been a Death, in the Opposite House,

					As lately as Today—

					I know it, by the numb look

					Such Houses have—alway—

				

				another poem of hers begins, and that could be now and this moment of global pandemic unimaginable not long ago.

				Here where I am in the Hudson Valley in another country town, the streets were eerily quiet and empty through April and much of May, just the tolling of the tower bell to be heard and birdsong and, occasionally, a child wheeling by on a scooter, solo, hallooing another across the road.

				
				The poems in the original iteration of this anthology (published as an ebook in late spring 2020) were gathered quickly—within forty days, beginning on March 27. They were an unexpected bounty in a period when so much was uncertain and would remain that way for a long time to come. They are splendidly varied in style, tone, atmosphere, aesthetic approach, and intention. Some are rueful and darkly witty, some wistful, some emerging from dread and tinged with that dread. Some are love poems. Many—particularly those composed in the early days of the pandemic—culminate in a cri de coeur, always individual, always that single poet’s cry.

				It’s fair to acknowledge, too, that even in the presence of critical anxiety, a number of our bards are prone to what John Clare, the English (“Village Minstrel”) poet, called “hermit joy.”

				All the poets are American, reflecting in the specificity of their work the landscapes and events they are experiencing in New Orleans, West Hartford, and Evanston; in Texas, Florida, Minnesota, and Vermont; and of course in my own city of New York, where the sirens could be heard through the phone line when I spoke with friends. The poets range widely also in gender, sexuality, and age. While their voices are distinctly unique—a paramount pleasure of this gathering—there are kinships and connections: there are two doctors among them, and poets linked by their experience of illness; there are a husband and wife, a father and daughter, and even three poets, unrelated by blood, who share a surname, all Phillips! Some are parenting or caring for elderly parents during the pandemic, while others shelter alone, with their books, their memories, and their imaginations as daily company. Some are moved to meditation on isolation, others to celebrate the way conversation—now such a special joy and luxury, often via Zoom—was a happy given seemingly just minutes ago.

				“Everything written is as good as it is dramatic,” Frost wrote. Wherever these poets are writing from, they—and we—are together in this “sudden strangeness,” possibly the most dramatic period most of us have ever known. These poems reflect how our poets registered this unforeseen calamity, reaching out to connect with us, their readers, to share the illumination of life that beckons to all in dark times.

				
				As we were going to press with the original ebook and audiobook, the country experienced another huge shift. The brutal murder of George Floyd by a white police officer in Minneapolis on May 25, 2020 followed so closely by the death of Rayshard Brooks, shot in the back by a white police officer in Atlanta on June 12, combined with the recent shootings of Ahmaud Arbery in February and Breonna Taylor in March to alter the landscape of reckoning in our country in powerful ways. Ongoing protests here—and globally—proved how inescapable, necessary, and crucial this reckoning is.

				Earlier poems explored the malign inequities endlessly perpetuated in America and reflected so glaringly in the pandemic moment—unequal access to health care, food, clean water, decent housing, jobs, and power. Vijay Seshadri’s “April 5, 2020” addresses the virus itself,

				
					About ourselves we are

					Learning so much from you

				

				Katha Pollitt’s “Plague Poem” begins

				
					Perhaps it is best that we go away now,

					bundle up our tyrants, lies and balloons, our screams

				

				Many of the poems added since then—twenty-two in total—intensified the call to action expressed far more than embryonically in so many of the earlier poems. As Susan Stewart writes in her poem “Lucretius,” “One thing will clarify another…things will illuminate other things.” Claudia Rankine’s “Weather” (“We are here for the storm / that’s storming because what’s taken matters”) and Jericho Brown’s “Say Thank You Say I’m Sorry” (“I’d like us to rethink / What it is to be a nation”) speak directly to this collective upwelling. Tommy Orange’s poem “Aftermaths” begins “Some of us are already postapocalyptic, so the world can’t end for us any more than an end can end” and closes, imploringly, “How will we will our lives into something more?”

				
				In Pablo Neruda’s “Keeping Quiet,” the poem from which the title of this book is drawn (and which now links us back to the first phase of the pandemic, and the period of deep reflection that preceded—and perhaps prepared the ground for—the urgent outpouring of phase two), the poet wrote, “For once on the face of the earth / let’s not speak in any language, / let’s stop for one second…”

				
					It would be an exotic moment

					without rush, without engines,

					we would all be together

					in a sudden strangeness.

				

				“Perhaps the earth can teach us,” he writes toward the close of the poem—in Alastair Reid’s translation—“as when everything seems dead / and later proves to be alive.”

				To the poets whose book this is, I express my deepest gratitude and admiration. While I was corresponding with them, the Irish poet Eavan Boland, who lived and taught in America for more than twenty-five years—appreciating and encouraging so many in the community this collection represents—died suddenly in Dublin. She epitomized how much we need our poets, their witness, and their vision.

				The headline to the stream of tribute in The Irish Times expressed this truth succinctly: “Pathfinder, Farewell.”

				
					—A.Q.

					Millerton, New York

					June 2020

				

			

		

	
		
		
			
			JULIA ALVAREZ

			How Will This Pandemic Affect Poetry?

			
				Will the lines be six feet apart?

				Will these hexameters be heroic like Homer’s?

				(Will) (each) (word) (have) (to) (be) (masked) (?)

				Will there be poetry insecurity?

				Will there be enough poetry to go around?

				Will poems be our preferred form of travel?

				Will we undertake odysseys searching for Ithacas inside us?

				Will poetry go viral?

				Will its dis/ease infect us?

				Will it help build up antibodies against indifference?

				Will poems be the only safe spaces where we can gather together:

				enter their immense silences,

				see snakes slithering inside sestinas,

				listen to nightingales singing on the boughs of odes—

				hark! a lark in the terza rima,

				a hawk in a haiku?

				What if only poetry will see us through?

				What if this poem is the vaccine already working inside you?

				April 27–May 8, 2020

				Weybridge, Vermont

			

		

	
		
		
			
			SARAH ARVIO

			Crown Prayer

			
				A bloom on my crown is not what I hoped

				one of the crown jewels maybe

				or a small flower on the head of a pin

				or on my own head

				or many small flowers sprouting from an egg

				Alas the crown is sometimes a spiky

				rolling you down to the end of life

				with a soul like a great spot of air

				straight from your lung to the lung of god

				I’m glad to know it’s going to the sky

				where wind tragically belongs

				I hear the springtime birds

				cheeping and nesting among the bricks

				I bless the delivery girls and boys

				who come to the door bringing everything

				a person could need to live her life

				except the air and the wind

				and the brush of a hand

				or the breath of a friend or lover

				wearing lungs like wings

				hinged and full of air

				And from day to day there’s no certainty

				of another day

				though this has always been true

				from the beginning of life

				wherever life began in the eons and epochs

				
				wherever life sprouted

				from the slope of the world

				from the crown of the head of the world

				in tiny infinitesimal tiny

				and abundant blooms

			

		

	
		
		
			
			JESSE BALL

			Come Back, Come Back

			
				My brother was drowning. I went

				to where there was no lake

				and swam to the bottom. He wasn’t there.

				I said, climb on my back. He got on,

				but he was much too big. All of him

				could only fit

				on my finger like a ring.

				Oh it was long into the night and the sun

				shone, shone, shone, a real blessing.

				Only there was no one alive to see it.

				My brother was very old. I

				hadn’t yet been born. The day was

				perfectly still, and the wind was

				crying!

				It said nothing: what anyone would say. I

				covered my ears so I could hear.

				Oh there was no wind. These were the days

				when babies were born

				in graves, old men buried in hospital beds.

				
				Still the song came in, came in

				where my ears weren’t,

				O you who will never leave us, all you,

				Come back, Come back.

			

		

	
		
		
			
			RICK BAROT

			from During the Pandemic

			
				2.

			

			During the pandemic, I watched the weather. The sky brought forth its clean clouds. The trees put forth their green like store awnings. You could go online and look at places in every weather. I loved best what was ours. Rain so hard it sounded like a crowd. Ours, like a postcard in the mail or the sparklers on a cake. It was spring, a rash season. Then the sun on everything. “The sun never knew how great it was,” the architect said, “until it hit the side of a building.”

			
				5.

			

			During the pandemic, I noticed the pencils. One kept a window open a crack. Another held up the tendril growing out of the avocado seed in a cup. One waited on my nightstand next to a pad of hotel stationery. The hotel had been by the interstate cutting across the middle of the map. Driving from one end of the country to the other, I knew I was in the thick of my own story. I looked down to the lit hotel pool. Even though it was late, there were people there, caught in gestures that made me think of Pompeii.

			
				10.

			

			During the pandemic, I knew each neighbor by one thing. The neighbors above, the baby. The neighbors below, the dog. Someone down the hall, fried fish. Someone else down the hall, the opera when their door opened. I made my rooms quieter by standing in the middle of each one, my mind moving intently, like an old man in slippers. I wondered what one thing the neighbors would know me by. What truth an inadvertence could betray.

			
				
				13.

			

			During the pandemic, I listened. Things hummed their tunes. The pear. The black sneaker. The old-fashioned thermometer. The stapler with the face of a general from Eastern Europe. Once, my father confessed he had taken the padlock from his factory locker and clipped it on the rail of a footbridge at the park. He had retired. The park was near his house. Each time he went there, I imagined him feeling pleased, going to work.

			
				20.

			

			During the pandemic, I watched the screen of my phone as he moved his phone around the outboard engine he had brought inside, cleaning it, tinkering with it. The thing looked like sculpture: shiny in parts, in parts streaked with grease. He was states away. When his face returned to the screen, it was smudged from what he had been doing. Don’t touch your face, I lamely said, touching the screen, cut by the terms of our separation: adoration and sorrow, sweet and bitter.

			
				25.

			

			During the pandemic, I wondered about the double lives of punctuation. The semicolon as the subway turnstile. The bookends of the parentheses. The streetlight at the end of the dark street that was the period. The dash of millinery that was l’accent aigu. I made a pot of white beans and a pig’s foot, a monstrous comma in a winter of words.

			
				27.

			

			During the pandemic, I went outside as

			
				
				30.

			

			
		

	OEBPS/9780593318713_nav.xhtml

		
			Contents


			
						Cover


						Also Edited by Alice Quinn


						Title Page


						Copyright


						Dedication


						Contents


						A Note to the Ebook Reader


						Introduction


						Julia Alvarez: How Will This Pandemic Affect Poetry?


						Sarah Arvio: Crown Prayer


						Jesse Ball: Come Back, Come Back


						Rick Barot: from During the Pandemic


						Ellen Bass: Still Life


						Erin Belieu: Après Moi


						Joshua Bennett: Dad Poem


						April Bernard: Haunt


						Jill Bialosky: Ode


						David Biespiel: Men Waiting for a Train


						George Bilgere: Facetime


						Sophie Cabot Black: The Longer Prayer


						Traci Brimhall: Plague Diary


						Jericho Brown: Say Thank You Say I’m Sorry


						Stephanie Burt: A Marvel


						Danielle Chapman: The New Nice


						Nicholas Christopher: May Day


						Ama Codjoe: After the Apocalypse


						Catherine Cohen: Poem I wrote after I asked you if cereal can expire


						Elizabeth J. Coleman: I See on Zoom He’s Growing Taller by the Day


						Billy Collins: Sequestration


						Nicole Cooley: At CVS Wearing a Mask I Buy Plastic Easter Eggs for My Daughters


						Peter Cooley: Sheltering in Place


						Timothy Donnelly: Weather Heard as Music


						Cornelius Eady: Corona Diary


						John Freeman: Cards


						Forrest Gander: Aubade


						Suzanne Gardinier: For the rookie neurologist in the plague


						Deborah Garrison: Leaving Evanston


						Tammy Melody Gomez: Easter Sunday Poem


						Rigoberto González: Desert Lily


						George Green: COVID-19 Lockdown, Easter Weekend


						Linda Gregerson: If the Cure for AIDS,


						Rachel Eliza Griffiths: Flowers for Tanisha


						Eliza Griswold: Six Months from Patient Zero


						Julia Guez: If Indeed I Am Ill, Brother,


						Nathalie Handal: Voyages


						Brooks Haxton: Equinox at Home, 2020


						Aleksandar Hemon: The Future of Everything


						Brenda Hillman: :::[a ragged white moth passes by]:::


						Edward Hirsch: Eight People


						Jane Hirshfield: Today, When I Could Do Nothing


						Richie Hofmann: April


						Garrett Hongo: Watching the Full Moon in a Time of Pandemic


						Fanny Howe: Ballina


						Didi Jackson: Ides of March, 2020


						Major Jackson: Invocation


						Fady Joudah: 4/12/2020


						Stephen Kampa: Mulberries


						Vincent Katz: I’ve Been Following a Magnolia


						Susan Kinsolving: My Heart Cannot Accept It All


						Ron Koertge: Elder Care


						John Koethe: Sheltering at Home


						Yusef Komunyakaa: from Requiem


						Li-Young Lee: The Burning One


						Brad Leithauser: Prism Cell


						Dana Levin: As If


						Ada Limón: The End of Poetry


						Dave Lucas: Quarantine


						Amit Majmudar: An American Nurse Foresees Her Death


						Sally Wen Mao: Batshit


						Gail Mazur: Matzoh


						Shane McCrae: I Hear the Wild Birds Singing Tangled Roads


						Maureen N. Mclane: Conditional


						Dante Micheaux: Corona


						Susan Minot: Isolation, Week Two, Sixth Day of Spring


						Susan Mitchell: The Dance


						Kamilah Aisha Moon: Storm


						Jim Moore: Cheese, Almonds, Eggs


						Tomás Q. Morín: Vallejo


						Laura Mullen: Because We Want to Imagine


						Carol Muske-Dukes: Koan


						Eileen Myles: April Sixteen Twenty Twenty


						D. Nurkse: Order to Disperse


						John Okrent: Two Days in March


						Sharon Olds: Poem for My Students


						Kitty O’Meara: And the People Stayed Home


						Tommy Orange: Aftermaths


						Ron Padgett: Tea for You, Too


						Sarah Paley: At the Hardware Store on the Island (March 21, 2020)


						Jay Parini: Moonwalk in Vermont


						Carl Phillips: Sing a Darkness


						Patrick Phillips: Quarantine


						Rowan Ricardo Phillips: Fantasia in a Time of Plague


						Katha Pollitt: Plague Poem


						Dean Rader: Meditation on Transmission


						Claudia Rankine: Weather


						Clare Rossini: April, Walkley Road


						Mary Jo Salter: St. Sebastian Interceding for the Plague-Stricken


						Grace Schulman: Gone


						Vijay Seshadri: April 5, 2020


						Diane Seuss: Pandemicon


						Brenda Shaughnessy: Spillover


						Evie Shockley: an inoculation against innocence


						Elizabeth Spires: Unwinding the Wound


						Susan Stewart: Three Octets


						Tess Taylor: Under Juncos, the Baby Stones


						Anne Waldman: Existential


						Noah Warren: An Apartment


						Rosanna Warren: Naturally


						Rex Wilder: Canal Nocturne


						Christian Wiman: The Onlookers and Reading Pascal in Quarantine


						Mark Wunderlich: A Private Life


						Jenny Xie: Concealed Host


						Jeffrey Yang: Stones and Stars


						Kevin Young: Shine and Resurrection


						Matthew Zapruder: Poem for Rupi Kaur


						Acknowledgments


						Contributors


						Permissions Acknowledgments


						A Note About the Editor


			


		
		
			Landmarks


			
						Cover


						Cover


						Title Page


						Contents


						Start


						Copyright


			


		
		
			Print Page List


			
						b


						iii


						iv


						v


						xv


						xvi


						xvii


						xviii


						3


						4


						5


						6


						7


						8


						9


						10


						11


						12


						13


						14


						15


						16


						17


						18


						19


						20


						21


						22


						23


						24


						25


						26


						27


						28


						29


						30


						31


						32


						33


						34


						35


						36


						37


						38


						39


						40


						41


						42


						43


						44


						45


						46


						47


						48


						49


						50


						51


						52


						53


						54


						55


						56


						57


						58


						59


						60


						61


						62


						63


						64


						65


						66


						67


						68


						69


						70


						71


						72


						73


						74


						75


						76


						77


						78


						79


						80


						81


						82


						83


						84


						85


						86


						87


						88


						89


						90


						91


						92


						93


						94


						95


						96


						97


						98


						99


						100


						101


						102


						103


						104


						105


						106


						107


						108


						109


						110


						111


						112


						113


						114


						115


						116


						117


						118


						119


						120


						121


						122


						123


						124


						125


						126


						127


						128


						129


						130


						131


						132


						133


						134


						135


						136


						137


						138


						139


						140


						141


						156


						157


						144


						145


						146


						147


						148


						149


						150


						151


						152


						153


						154


						155


						156


						157


						158


						159


						160


						161


						162


						163


						164


						167


						168


						169


						170


						171


						172


						173


						174


						175


						176


						177


						178


						179


						180


						181


						183


						184


						185


			


		
	

OEBPS/images/9780593318713_cover.jpg
Together in
a Sudden
Strangeness

America’s
Poets Respond
to the
Pandemic

EDITED BY

ALICE QUINN








OEBPS/images/9780593318713_title_page.jpg
TOGETHER IN A
SUDDEN STRANGENESS

America’s Poets Respond to the Pandemic

Edited by

Alice Quinn





