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Dear Readers,

I was recently going through a drawer of old writing from my teenage and college years. I was a constant scribbler: fictions, essays, plays. And poems: finished, unfinished, partly finished. Most were pretty bad, but there were a lot of them. Some had been sent out hopefully to magazines, with a return envelope, duly stamped, in which they were—mostly—returned. These poems had many subjects: peonies, the Hungarian Revolution of 1956, winter, severed heads. The usual.

The poems were written in ink, pencil, ballpoint—whatever came to hand—on various kinds of paper: lined, blank, white, yellow, blue—again, whatever came to hand. Looking at the handwritten originals of the poems in Dearly, I see that my methods haven’t changed. I use the word ‘methods’ loosely; I’ve never had any methods, having never taken any course that might have taught me some. There weren’t any such courses in Canada in the late fifties.

Between poetry books, I’d let the handwritten poems accumulate in a drawer. I would work on some, typing them with my four typing fingers, revising them, then retyping them. From time to time I would lay the typed poems out on the floor—much as Jo is shown as doing with her written pages in the film Little Women—and then rearrange, add and discard, ponder.

So it has been with the poems in Dearly. Handwritten, put in a drawer, typed, revised. These poems were written between 2008 and 2019. During those eleven years, things got darker in the world. Also, I grew older. People very close to me died.

Poetry deals with the core of human existence: life, death, renewal, change; as well as fairness and unfairness, injustice and sometimes justice. The world in all its variety. The weather. Time. Sadness. Joy.

And birds. There are more birds in these poems than there used to be. I wish for even more birds in the next book of poems, should there be one; and I wish also for more birds in the world.

Let us all hope.

Margaret Atwood




LATE POEMS


These are the late poems.

Most poems are late

of course: too late,

like a letter sent by a sailor

that arrives after he’s drowned.

Too late to be of help, such letters,

and late poems are similar.

They arrive as if through water.

Whatever it was has happened:

the battle, the sunny day, the moonlit

slipping into lust, the farewell kiss. The poem

washes ashore like flotsam.

Or late, as in late for supper:

all the words cold or eaten.

Scoundrel, plight, and vanquished,

or linger, bide, awhile,

forsaken, wept, forlorn.

Love and joy, even: thrice-gnawed songs.

Rusted spells. Worn choruses.

It’s late, it’s very late;

too late for dancing.

Still, sing what you can.

Turn up the light: sing on,

sing: On.






GHOST CAT


Cats suffer from dementia too. Did you know that?

Ours did. Not the black one, smart enough

to be neurotic and evade the vet.

The other one, the furrier’s muff, the piece of fluff.

She’d writhe around on the sidewalk

for chance pedestrians, whisker

their trousers, though not when she started losing

what might have been her mind. She’d prowl the night

kitchen, taking a bite

from a tomato here, a ripe peach there,

a crumpet, a softening pear.

Is this what I’m supposed to eat?

Guess not. But what? But where?

Then up the stairs she’d come, moth-footed,

owl-eyed, wailing

like a tiny, fuzzy steam train: Ar-woo! Ar-woo!

So witless and erased. O, who?

Clawing at the bedroom door

shut tight against her. Let me in,

enclose me, tell me who I was.

No good. No purring. No contentment. Out

into the darkened cave of the dining room,

then in, then out, forlorn.

And when I go that way, grow fur, start howling,

scratch at your airwaves:

no matter who I claim I am

or how I love you,

turn the key. Bar the window.
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