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			INTRODUCTION

			 

			I must have found it in a bookstore in Topeka, that yellow paperback, when I was a teenager there, new to poetry. Or not in a bookstore exactly, for there were no quirky independents—the Kansas capital saved that for record stores—or secondhand shops carrying old editions, at least that I knew of then. Rather, I bought my beloved copy of The New Yorker Book of Poems, the 1969 edition, in a B. Dalton or Town Crier, which was more a cigar and tobacco shop than a bookstore. Back then I took up whatever poetry made its way to my local shelves, which is how I read across a wide array—from Lawrence Ferlinghetti to Laura Riding—that has served me well. I still have my teenage copy of the 1969 selection, graced with neat little ink underlines beneath poems I must have admired. Many I recall loving, and others don’t make the same impression now. I especially remember reading Anne Sexton’s “Flee on Your Donkey,” W. S. Merwin’s “When You Go Away,” and James Dickey’s epic “Falling,” which takes up more pages than one might manage in today’s magazine. For me and many others, that anthology served as a time capsule of one of the most important magazines and poetry publications we have—and a kind of escape hatch for my imagination landlocked on the plains.

			The New Yorker has published poetry from the start. Since the magazine’s founding in 1925, poems have appeared alongside—and often among—its fiction, advertisements, and famous cartoons. The early verse helped define the frothy 1920s and 1930s—despite the Great Depression—with rhyming wit by Ogden Nash, Dorothy Parker, and E. B. White, including some blues of Langston Hughes, down to the more serious 1940s and 1950s, where we find some of the more enduring names of contemporary poetry, including Elizabeth Bishop, Adrienne Rich, W. S. Merwin, and Sylvia Plath. This fruitful period was followed by the more political 1960s and 1970s, the lyrical 1980s and narrative 1990s, leading into those moments since the turn of the millennium that may be harder to characterize, if only because we find ourselves closer to them. The magazine’s century of publishing has seen more than 13,500 poems squeezed in and spread out—poems by turns humorous and serious, epic and short, visionary and tactile, formal and experimental, topical and tireless.

			We can say that the poems of our time aren’t afraid to use humor or heartbreak, to abandon or include rhyme, to write about events small and cataclysmic, from 9/11 to the recent pandemic, engaging the world as it is and inventing worlds that may or may not be more enjoyable to inhabit. Much like the intrepid fiction that fills each issue—as well as a companion centenary anthology of New Yorker short fiction published alongside this one—the poems in the New Yorker take us on a journey, often through a writer’s own evolving styles, themes, losses, and lessons. A poet like the late Merwin appeared in the pages of The New Yorker for more than six decades—and over two hundred times, not counting a decent amount of prose work. It is hard to picture any other such longstanding, ever-changing relationship with a publication, though others like Nobel laureates Louise Glück and Seamus Heaney come close, appearing regularly in the magazine from their earliest successes to after their deaths.

			

			—

			Decades after I first read the anthology and subscribed to the magazine—and after first appearing in the magazine myself in 1999—being named poetry editor in 2017 was an incredible full-circle moment and an honor. I knew the submissions, then clocking around forty thousand a year, were daunting but doable with the help of a lone reader and an intrepid assistant. But it was the memorial function of editor I hadn’t anticipated—when prominent poets die, many of them past contributors, I have been moved or asked to write about them, to survey their careers, for The New Yorker. The experience is often uncanny: the Irish poet Ciaran Carson wrote me in the spring of 2019 to let me know he was dying from cancer; and that, after his diagnosis, he had created new poems, enough to fill a book. Or was it the poems had bid him to write them? Some of these he enclosed; I took two. His final poem appeared the week he died, the very week his book was published. In turn, the Irish poet Eavan Boland, whom I knew rather better, died suddenly in 2020; a new poem by her appeared, unplanned, the day after she died. There is a way that poetry must include the unexpected, the necessary, and the prescient.

			So when the magazine’s longtime editor David Remnick asked whether I was interested in editing this centenary anthology you have in your hands, I answered: only since I was fifteen years old.

			Imagine my surprise when I pulled down the 1969 edition from my Zoom-ready bookshelf and found that in its 900 poems and 835 pages, no people of color appear—unless you count Jorge Luis Borges and one-fourth of William Carlos Williams. It is a striking absence, though many I have since mentioned it to have not found it surprising. For me such an absence conjures up Marianne Moore and her famous declaration about her radically revised collected poems: “Omissions are not accidents.” (Moore did appear in the magazine as well as the 1969 anthology.) It isn’t enough to say that the magazine merely overlooked or ignored Black and brown poets for decades; one has to try hard to miss nearly the entirety of Black poetry and its vibrancy across much of the twentieth century.

			Nonetheless, knowing that the magazine did publish at least three Langston Hughes poems not considered worthy of the 1969 edition, I went back to the archive, hunting via spotty Internet searches and, with the help of deputy poetry editor Hannah Aizenman, spot-checking bound volumes of past issues from a time when the magazine’s table of contents inexplicably included names of poems but no page numbers, so that we had to flip through issues page by page. Without a full database yet before us, I was holding out hope that we might locate a clutch of fantastic lost Black women poets of the past, say, who the magazine somehow published but didn’t gather; or a bevy of experimentalists of any background that reflected the breadth and strength of American poetry over this past century, not to mention the ancient traditions of Native, African, and Asian poetry.

			It was not to be. Having personally gone through a full database of all 13,500 poems published over the past hundred years, I can safely say that with a few exceptions, The New Yorker didn’t publish any poet who wasn’t white for nearly the first seventy-five years of its history. On gender diversity it was better, if not actually fairly good, especially early on, when verse and humor were not seen—at least then—as male-only domains. Dorothy Parker, Elinor Wylie—and a host of other names (and pseudonyms) lost to time—graced our pages from the magazine’s inception. But after Langston Hughes, no Black, brown, Asian, or Native poets appeared in The New Yorker. Indeed, after the last representation of Hughes in 1942, I could not locate any Black poets again until three decades later, in 1972, when Derek Walcott first appears; Michael S. Harper and Audre Lorde were allowed one poem each a few years later. The New Yorker didn’t publish any Asian or Asian American poets to speak of until the 1980s, and Native voices had to wait even longer.

			While I knew that Hughes was my literary ancestor, and had also lived in Kansas, I hadn’t known he was the first Black writer in the magazine’s history. And only in editing this anthology did I realize that, depending on how you count, I was only the sixth Black poet to appear in The New Yorker, exactly sixty years later. Such a legacy includes the important “Black in America” double issue of April 29 and May 6, 1996—that issue, with an Afro-deco Eustace Tilley on the cover rather than the iconic one complete with monocle, featured poems by Rita Dove and selections from The Bounty by Walcott, as well as a “memoir” by Anna Deavere Smith that reads as a poem (which is how you’ll find it here). I have interleaved some of Walcott’s “Bounty” poems throughout, and he is one of the several Nobel laureates in Literature who often appeared well before they were as revered as they came to be, including Glück and Heaney, Joseph Brodsky, Czesław Miłosz, Wisława Szymborska, and Tomas Tranströmer.

			To say the magazine for decades didn’t include a wide array of voices is not to say it wasn’t without race. It can be startling to learn that from the start white poets, often notable ones, invoked (or mocked) those who were different, whether that’s going uptown to Harlem, as does Alfred Kreymborg’s cringey “Crossing the Color Line” from 1931, or James Dickey’s “Slave Quarters” from 1965. Such poems have not aged well, and rather than devoting space to them, I have included works across time, often by white writers, that do consider the complications of race, however uneasily, whether it is “At the Nordic Native American Society” or an ode “To Cab Calloway” from the 1920s; Marianne Moore’s “Tom Fool at Jamaica” (1953) or Eudora Welty’s “A Flock of Guinea Hens Seen from a Car” with its question, “Do you ever wonder where Africa has fled?” To be sure, we also have the powerful protests of Merwin’s “The Asians Dying” (1966), William Stafford’s “Slave on the Headland” (1977), and more recent work wrestling with questions found regularly in The New Yorker news stories and award-winning features.

			The difficult truth is that The New Yorker missed out on decades of fine work—including, in African American poetry alone, all but ignoring the Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s and 1930s, which had work as lively (and rhyming) as the rest of what it did publish, and the Black Arts poets of the 1960s, who rejected The New Yorker long before it rejected them. Such omissions or metaphoric redlining are not only not accidental but look more and more like a systemic failing of the imagination, reminding us that any recent broadening of poetry is both welcome and awfully late to the party. We are fortunate that such lack of breadth is as unimaginable today as are the kind of silly questions, once posed so often in academic conferences and literary screeds as late as the early aughts, on whether poetry can be political. The answer of course is that leaving out large parts of the literary population, much less the populace, is a political act, however unacknowledged its legislators, to riff off Shelley. The fact of these omissions may remain, but so does the poetry—which, in its strength and singing, survives in our breath and our bodies.

			

			—

			A Century of Poetry in The New Yorker is arranged in alternating sections by both decades and times of day. The sections organized by eras are meant to represent the history of the work but also the times that shaped it. These sections group the generations, allowing Dorothy Parker to talk back to Ogden Nash or F. Scott Fitzgerald (and anyone else who’ll listen) and featuring poets not read as widely today, such as Marjorie Allen Seiffert, who wrote as herself but also using a pseudonym, “Angela Cypher.” Cypher acts less as a pen name than as what Portuguese poet Fernando Pessoa called a “heteronym”: another entire persona complete with biographical backstory. Seiffert is all the more interesting for being part of the Spectra Hoax, the notorious creation of poets Witter Bynner and Arthur Davison Ficke, who expanded their hoax to other poets before being exposed. (Yet not before, in a funny twist, Bynner wrote a credulous review of his own hoax poetry in the unsuspecting New Republic.) Even, or especially, after the exposure of her Spectra persona, Elijah Hay, Seiffert used Cypher as a mask and metaphor, its echo of her name conjuring a voice by turns wry, sly, and mysterious. In the end, Cypher is a better poet than Seiffert.

			Such discoveries continue, with the 1920s and 1930s selections including more popular bohemians, from Joseph Moncure March (best known now for The Wild Party) to Maxwell Bodenheim. Satire and playful verse predominate, yet the 1930s end with some of the more poignant poems of any era: W. B. Yeats’s “Death”; Louise Bogan’s “To My Brother,” a heartbreaking elegy for her sibling lost in World War I, which she was only able to write years later; and W. H. Auden’s “Song,” better known as “Refugee Blues,” which appeared in 1939. The first of several decades of appearances by Auden in the magazine, “Song” remains an empathic use of the blues, recognizing the ways this music made in the Mississippi Delta gives voice to those who have less than a little.

			Poems like Auden’s usher in the 1940s and 1950s, riven by war, with poets who should be better known, like Karl Shapiro, Dilys Bennett Laing, and even Dorothy Parker, writing directly of conflict. Yet the entire era was inarguably shaped by it—take Malcolm Cowley’s “The End of the World,” which must have seemed near, or cult figures like Weldon Kees, whose portrait of “Robinson” represents a Crusoe lost in the modern world. “The dog stops barking after Robinson has gone. / His act is over. The world is a gray world, / Not without violence.” Kees’s car was found beside the Golden Gate Bridge and his body never recovered. Many a poem and plot have him escaped somewhere, resurrected like Jim Morrison or Tupac before their time.

			It is at midcentury that the poets who began deepening the magazine’s poetic reach and relevance began appearing. By the 1950s and 1960s, The New Yorker had right-of-first-refusal contracts with the likes of Elizabeth Bishop and Sylvia Plath, bringing out some of their most famous poems, some even after their deaths. Bishop’s now-published letters to her New Yorker editor reveal the depth of the editor-poet relationship and also describe no doubt boozy lunches and long vacations that anyone today would envy. (I will be gone till October and out of contact so please send to such and so in my stead as I’ll be beyond reach….) Merwin and Adrienne Rich began publishing, soon followed by other poets of the 1960s such as Mark Strand, Anne Sexton, and C. K. Williams, their poems embracing unrest much as their times did. Protest was in the air and in the magazine’s pages.

			Still, the record remains spotty in places. Now-popular poets like Denise Levertov and Frank O’Hara, to name just two, didn’t appear in the magazine during their lifetimes; I leave it to another scholar to discover whether these omissions were rejections or the result of the writers’ choosing not to submit. Rich, too, quit publishing in The New Yorker—or it quit publishing her—well before her more radical work (and while she still used her middle name, Cecile). Even a poet as beloved as E. E. Cummings, for many emblematic of the 1920s, doesn’t appear until 1963, after his death—with ten poems, from which all his work included here is drawn.

			This is not to say that there aren’t unexpected revolutionary inclusions. Allen Ginsberg appeared in 1968 at the height of if not his powers, then his fame, and not again till the 1990s. Auden continued to appear, penning a moon-landing poem in 1969 and marveling at human foibles until his death in 1973. Indeed, Auden’s passing might mark a turning in the work found in the magazine. During the 1970s into the 1980s, a period characterized by frequently longer poems and expansive poetry, The New Yorker began welcoming the lively and experimental work of Audre Lorde and Michael Harper, Glück and Heaney, Walcott and John Ashbery, to the delight of readers and critics alike. While Merwin, Bishop, Mark Strand, Sylvia Plath, and many others speak at length and say what only they can, there are many poets whose names might be new to us, offering up surprising work that tells us news we still need. There are also a number of songwriters who beautifully blur the lines, from Patti Smith and Joni Mitchell to Leonard Cohen and Johnny Cash.

			There’s a sense of discovery in these pages, reflected especially in the “times of day” sections of this anthology. These thematic sections move from “Morning Bell” to “Lunch Break” to “After-Work Drink” and on through the afternoon and evening, when “Night Song” at last gives way to “Dawning.” Such sections mean to capture not only the movement of poetry across the past century but also the process of finding poems in the magazine as they jostle for attention beside stellar prose and those ever-popular cartoons; they show us how poems speak intimately and naturally to one another across the decades. In reading and rereading, I was constantly struck by the ways in which poets talk to one another, penning elegies (James Merrill’s for Bishop; John Berryman’s “Note to Wang Wei”), echoing styles, confiding their love. James Laughlin remembers his troubled author Ezra Pound in a poem that quickly turns to consider a private, failed romance; a clutch of poems from Birthday Letters by Ted Hughes gives a wrenching account of his courtship and marriage to the poet Sylvia Plath long after her suicide. Or, appearing decades apart, single poems by disparate writers about mules or drinking or sunrise, moose or mushrooms or hermit crabs, connect across the ether.

			This book’s daylong journey also allows a nod to the seasonal structure of the little-known New Yorker Book of Verse from 1936, which captures the first full decade of the magazine, but most especially it reinforces my core belief: that good poems make the everyday extraordinary and turn the extraordinary into a daily occurrence. Let’s call them refrigerator poems—the kind of thing people cut out of the physical magazine and once put on their fridge, and now click as “likes” and send around the Internet and social media, sharing those words and the music that moved them. This readership is intimate, deep, and daring to care. I’ve had people come up to me at readings and show me New Yorker poems they carry folded in a wallet or purse, keepsakes always found on their person—the ultimate compliment, whose spirit is meant to be reflected in all of the selections here.

			

			—

			Given the scope of the book, those who wish to see all of one poet are encouraged to use the index by author, or if there’s that one poem you cannot recall or wish to know the date of publication for, the title index should help. But in the main, the experience of reading the poems is meant to mirror that of the magazine—you go looking for something but also find more than you sought. Given the space constraints of even a generous book, there are poets once widely published who don’t appear here at all; there are others who seem to speak all the more urgently now, who have bigger selections than in the past. Poets that the magazine missed but included later—not just Cummings but also Robert Hayden, Gertrude Stein, Robert Frost, Günter Grass, Hilda Morley, and others who appeared posthumously—are generally included when their poems first appeared, rather than when they wrote. This allows us to discover poets in an approximation of how and when the New Yorker’s readers did.

			Above all, there is no way to re-create the entirety of the vast explosion of poetry and newer, essential poets over the last thirty years. This expansion of poetry was hard-won and shouldn’t be taken for granted, and was ushered in by my two prior poetry editors, Alice Quinn (who served from the late 1980s to the mid-aughts) and Paul Muldoon (editor from 2007 to 2017). It is Alice who tells of finding Adam Zagajewski’s poem “Try to Praise the Mutilated World” across the transom in those hazy days after the 9/11 attacks. This certainly was a redefining moment, which begins this book. The poem, originally published in the immediate wake of September 11, 2001, is bookended at the volume’s close by Ada Limón’s equally era-defining “The End of Poetry,” published in 2020 right after the onset of the global Covid pandemic. These profound poems spoke to their moments and still speak to ours; their power is all the more notable in that they are both about and associated with profound junctures in our recent history but were written and submitted before such events occurred. Their echoes and effects only reinforce the notion that poetry is not only present but prescient. Great poems remain both timely and timeless.

			In reading thousands of poems a year, and all the more for this anthology, those poems that make an impression do so because they uncover something for a reader, through language and music, form and freedom, something that we might not anticipate or know we need. A poetry of necessity is what drives me as a writer, reader, and editor. Because The New Yorker is a weekly magazine, we are able to run pieces almost immediately that speak to the fire in Notre-Dame, the onset of a global pandemic, or the murder of George Floyd, just to name some events my tenure has witnessed. By any measure this has been a time of societal change, even upheaval, as well as man-made and natural disasters—often commemorated in the poems themselves, not to mention the New Yorker’s iconic covers. Poems about 9/11 like Galway Kinnell’s “When the Towers Fell” or Deborah Garrison’s “I Saw You Walking” and Merwin’s “To the Words,” or those I’ve been able to publish more recently—from Terrance Hayes’s “George Floyd” to Erika Meitner’s “To Gather Together”—remind us that if people do not get the news from poems, they do find in them some comfort from the news, whether escape, investigation, or testimony, often in the same breath.

			Then there are those celebrations of life in the face of it all—indeed you could say that this Century of Poetry in The New Yorker is framed by that very idea of going beyond survival into celebration, whether by Zagajewski and Limón, by Gabrielle Calvocoressi’s “Hammond B3 Organ Cistern” or Saeed Jones’s “Alive at the End of the World.” “The End of the World was a nightclub,” he writes. “The End of the World leaked music / like radiation, and we loved the neon echo, even / though it taunted us or maybe because it taunted us.” The world is always about to end—might as well go on ahead and dance awhile.

			—Kevin Young

		

	
		
			Adam Zagajewski

			

			Try to Praise the Mutilated World

			Try to praise the mutilated world.

			Remember June’s long days,

			and wild strawberries, drops of wine, the dew.

			The nettles that methodically overgrow

			the abandoned homesteads of exiles.

			You must praise the mutilated world.

			You watched the stylish yachts and ships;

			one of them had a long trip ahead of it,

			while salty oblivion awaited others.

			You’ve seen the refugees heading nowhere,

			you’ve heard the executioners sing joyfully.

			You should praise the mutilated world.

			Remember the moments when we were together

			in a white room and the curtain fluttered.

			Return in thought to the concert where music flared.

			You gathered acorns in the park in autumn

			and leaves eddied over the earth’s scars.

			Praise the mutilated world

			and the gray feather a thrush lost,

			and the gentle light that strays and vanishes

			and returns.

			(Translated, from the Polish, by Clare Cavanagh.)

			(2001)

		

	
		
			MORNING BELL

		

	
		
			W. S. Merwin

			

			Another Year Come

			I have nothing to ask of you,

			Future, heaven of the poor.

			I am still wearing the same things.

			I am still begging the same question

			By the same light,

			Eating the same stone,

			And the hands of the clock still knock without entering.

		

	
		
			May Swenson

			

			Snow By Morning

			Some for everyone,

			plenty,

			and more coming—

			fresh, dainty, airily arriving

			everywhere at once,

			transparent at first,

			each faint slice—

			slow, soundlessly tumbling;

			then quickly, thickly, a gracious fleece

			will spread like youth, like wheat,

			over the city.

			Each building will be a hill,

			all sharps made round—

			dark, worn, noisy narrows made still

			wide, flat, clean spaces;

			streets will be fields,

			cars be fumbling sheep;

			a deep, bright harvest will be seeded

			in a night.

			By morning we’ll be children

			feeding on manna,

			a new loaf on every doorsill.

		

	
		
			Jane Cooper

			 

			The Weather of Six Mornings

			I

			Sunlight lies along my table

			like abandoned pages.

			I try to speak

			of what is so hard for me—

			this clutter of a life—

			puritanical signature!

			In the prolonged heat insects,

			pine needles, birch leaves

			make a ground bass of silence

			that never quite dies.

			II

			Treetops are shuddering

			in uneasy clusters

			like rocking water

			whirpooled before a storm.

			Words knock at my breast,

			heave and struggle to get out.

			A black-capped bird

			pecks on, unafraid.

			Yield then, yield

			to the invading rustle of the rain.

			III

			All is closed in

			by an air so rain-drenched

			the distant barking of tied-up dogs

			ripples to the heart of the woods.

			Only a man’s voice

			refuses to be absorbed.

			Hearing of your death

			by a distant roadside

			I wanted to erect some marker

			though your ashes float out to sea.

			IV

			If the weather breaks

			I can speak of your dying,

			if the weather breaks,

			if the crows stop calling

			and flying low

			(again today there is thunder

			outlying…),

			I can speak of your living,

			the lightning-flash of meeting,

			the green leaves waving at our windows.

			V

			Yesterday a letter

			spoke of our parting—

			a kind of dissolution

			so unlike this sudden stoppage.

			Now all the years in between

			flutter away like lost poems.

			And the morning light is so delicate,

			so utterly empty…

			at high altitude, after long illness,

			breathing in mote by mote a vanished world….

			VI

			Rest,

			a violin bow, a breeze

			just touches the birches.

			Cheep—a new flute

			tunes up in a birch top.

			A chipmunk’s warning skirrs….

			Whose foot disturbs these twigs?

			To the sea of received silence

			why should I sign

			my name?

		

	
		
			Charles Simic

			 

			This Morning

			Enter without knocking, hardworking ant.

			I’m just sitting here debating

			What to do this cold, rainy day?

			It was a night of the radio turned down low,

			Fitful sleep, vague, troubling dreams.

			I woke up lovesick and confused.

			I thought I heard Estella in the garden singing

			And some bird answering her,

			But it was the rain. Dark treetops swaying

			And whispering. “Come to me, my desire,”

			I said. And she hurried to me,

			Her breath smelling of mint, her tongue

			Wetting my cheek, and then she vanished.

			Slowly day came, a gray streak of daylight

			To wash my hands and face in.

			Hours passed, and then you crawled suddenly

			Under the door, and stopped before me.

			You visit the same tailors the mourners do,

			Mr. Ant. I like the long silence between us.

			Quiet, that holy state even the rain

			Knows about. Listen to her begin to fall,

			As if with eyes closed,

			Muting each drop in her wild-beating heart.

		

	
		
			Delmore Schwartz

			 

			A Little Morning Music

			The birds in the first light twitter and whistle,

			Chirp and seek, sipping and chortling; weakly, meekly, they speak and

			bubble

			As cheerful as the cherry would, if it could speak when it is cherry ripe or

			cherry ripening.

			And all of them are melodious, erratic, and gratuitous,

			Singing solely to heighten the sense of morning’s beginning.

			How soon the heart’s cup overflows, how soon it is excited to delight and

			elation!

			And in the first light the cock’s chant, roaring,

			Bursts like rockets, rising and breaking into fragments of brilliance;

			As the fields arise, cock after cock catches on fire,

			And the pastures loom out of vague blue shadow,

			The red barn and the red sheds rise and redden, blocks and boxes of slowly blooming wet redness;

			Then the great awe and splendor of the sun comes nearer,

			Kindling all things, consuming the forest of darkness, lifting and lighting up

			All the darkling ones who slept and grew

			Beneath the petals, the frost, the mystery and mockery of the stars.

			The darkened ones turn slightly in the faint light of the small morning,

			Grow gray or glow green—

			They are gray and green at once

			In the pale cool of blue light;

			They dream of that other life and that otherness

			Which is the darkness going over

			Maple and oak, leafy and rooted in the ancient and famous light,

			In the bondage of the soil of the past and radiance of the future.

			But now the morning is growing, the sun is soaring, all

			That lights up shows, quickly and slowly, the showering plenitude of fountains,

			And soon an overflowing radiance, actual and dazzling, will blaze and brim over all of us;

			Discovering and uncovering all color and all kinds, all forms and all distances, rising and rising higher

			and higher, like a stupendous bonfire of consciousness,

			Gazing and blazing, blessing and possessing all vividness and

			darkness.

		

	
		
			Ellen Bass

			 

			The Morning After

			You stand at the counter, pouring boiling water

			over the French roast, oily perfume rising in smoke.

			And when I enter, you don’t look up.

			You’re hurrying to pack your lunch, snapping

			the lids on little plastic boxes while you call your mother

			to tell her you’ll take her to the doctor.

			I can’t see a trace of the little slice of heaven

			we slipped into last night—a silk kimono

			floating satin ponds and copper koi, stars falling

			to the water. Didn’t we shoulder

			our way through the cleft in the rock of the everyday

			and tear up the grass in the pasture of pleasure?

			If the soul isn’t a separate vessel

			we carry from form to form

			but more like Aristotle’s breath of life—

			the work of the body that keeps it whole—

			then last night, darling, our souls were busy.

			But this morning it’s like you’re wearing a bad wig,

			disguised so I won’t recognize you

			or maybe so you won’t know yourself

			as that animal burned down

			to pure desire. I don’t know

			how you do it. I want to throw myself

			onto the kitchen tile and bare my throat.

			I want to slick back my hair

			and tap-dance up the wall. I want to do it all

			all over again—dive back into that brawl,

			that raw and radiant free-for-all.

			But you are scribbling a shopping list

			because the kids are coming for the weekend

			and you’re going to make your special crab-cakes

			that have ruined me for all other crab-cakes

			forever.

		

	
		
			Robin Coste Lewis

			 

			Aubade

			All night, my psyche comforts itself

			with you. It delights in watching your body

			travel through landscapes so lush even the bidet

			is painted with twisting gouache flowers.

			They frame a lady who rides an elephant,

			while a gentleman stands holding up a lotus

			toward her saddle. Then we are in a city, climbing

			up a brownstone into the home of people you love.

			I step behind you, smiling quietly into our bodies’

			clement warmth. Except, instead of the usual deflecting

			skirt, in my dream I’ve dressed you in mildly tailored

			pants. Next, we are in a building, in a bazaar, in

			a city inhabited by people subtle and endless

			shades of a dark cinnamon. We walk through

			room after room, then stop when we come

			across two leather chairs with frames

			carved from mangrove and mahogany.

			The goatskin is dyed so red the color sprints

			back and forth across that thin, thin line

			between very elegant and exquisitely tacky.

			We take both. Caramel and beige,

			we are the whitest things around.

			The shopkeepers greet us with a fondness

			and familiarity that is also historical apology.

			But we look back through our bodies completely

			pleased by what—for millennia—the cell has seen

			and done—and sustained. Something between us

			refuses pity, because, of all the ancient masks

			hanging from these walls, we are

			the only two still walking and talking.

		

	
		
			Edward Hirsch

			 

			Blunt Morning

			It’s almost unbearable to remember

			so I scarcely ever think about it anymore,

			that last summer morning when my mother-in-law floated

			in a netherworld of morphine-induced sleep,

			those lingering hours of an otherwise ordinary Sunday

			when she entered into a country that wasn’t sleep

			so much as a blue comatose state of semi-

			consciousness that she inhabited to avoid the pain.

			All that blunt sunlit morning we signalled each other

			and talked over and around her emaciated shape

			propped up on the pillows for what were obviously

			her final hours of life on this earth.

			She was breathing heavily, she was laboring

			in her non-sleep, in her state of drifting

			to wherever it was she was going—and suddenly

			I couldn’t stand it any longer. I moved next to her

			and began talking, I didn’t ask any questions,

			I didn’t know what I was saying I was speaking so quickly.

			I said that we were all there, all of us, Janet and Sophie

			and Susan, who was playing the piano in the living room,

			that we loved her intensely, fiercely,

			that we missed her already—where was she?—

			we wished we could do something, anything,

			that we each have tasks to fulfill on this planet

			and her job now was to die, which she was doing

			so well, so courageously, so gracefully,

			we were just amazed at her courage.

			I know she could hear me—

			and that’s when she opened her eyes and fixed me

			with her stare. She wasn’t moving

			but she was looking me precisely in the eyes.

			I’ll never forget that look—haunted, inquisitive, regal—

			and she was speaking,

			except her voice was too weak

			and the sounds didn’t rise beyond her throat,

			but she was speaking,

			and that’s when Janet and Sophie started singing

			Hebrew songs—not prayers or psalms but celebratory

			songs from Gertrude’s childhood in Detroit,

			and she was singing, too, she remembered the words,

			except we couldn’t hear any words, nothing

			was coming out of her mouth, but she was tapping

			two fingers on the side of the rented hospital bed—

			and her lips were moving, she was singing.

			That’s when Sophie started telling stories

			about their childhood, which seemed so far away

			and so near, like yesterday, and Gertrude was nodding,

			except her head didn’t move, but anyone

			could see that she was nodding yes,

			and then Janet started talking about her childhood

			in this very room

			where sunlight burned through the curtains,

			and then suddenly Gertrude jolted forward

			and started waving her arms—

			What is it? What is it? What is it?—

			because she was choking on her own phlegm

			and then she fell back against her pillows,

			and stopped breathing.

		

	
		
			Marie Ponsot

			 

			I’ve Been Around; It Gets Me Nowhere

			Cuncta fui; conducit nihil.

			—V. Aurelius.

			I am the woman always too young to be

			holding the diamond the baby exulting.

			I am the worker afraid of the rules & the boss; my

			salary heats the house where I feed many children.

			I am packing my bags for coming & going

			& going much further than ever before.

			Though elsewhere gets me nowhere

			place is not a problem.

			Feet keep me going,

			the impressive exporters

			of what place is about. Maps—

			gold on parchment or printed

			Mobil travel ads—lay it all out.

			But over every place, time goes

			remote, a cloud-cover question.

			You, in love with your castle, your jet,

			your well-invested dollars,

			and I with my moving

			dictionaries & binoculars

			are both almost out of it,

			too far gone to find a bin

			with stores of more time in.

			A decade, a week, a second, then

			time shrugs and shudders out of touch

			into a perfect fit,

			and that’s it.

			I am the dog I let out in the morning

			wagging & panting at the open door.

			I am the foresworn child in the swing

			arching & pumping, practicing: “More, more!”

			I’m the crossword puzzle time & place

			bound at the end by their loose embrace.

		

	
		
			W. H. Auden

			 

			Early Morning Bathing

			What! are you still asleep in bed

			The sky is such a brilliant blue

			And dappled sunlight overhead

			Throws down its dancing beams on you

			What colors there are in the wood

			Green hues I cannot count; and birds

			Are busy singing in that wood

			Too full of happiness for words

			Hullo! so you are also here

			O did you see; that dive was fine—

			Lord! how the sun shines over there

			You blasted fool! That towel is mine!

			The bell sends forth its welcome chimes

			Five minutes more to food I see

			This world is far too good sometimes

			For foolish folk like you and me.
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