STAG IN THE GARDEN

Ann Silsbee’s dead.  The poet used to walk 

The lake’s edge, finding curious, shiny pebbles.

I don’t mean unimportant, but that she learned

That there are many choices, was a good finder. 

She wrote of a family soup so favored it stood

For character: garlic and thyme against winter.

One night she stood with her husband watching

A buck pause in the twilight of her yard

In rutting season, dangerous slender rack

Like music following two bolts of lightning.

It  paused, alerted.   The lovers stood as still,

The husband’s hand gone lightly to her waist. 

Beauty and hunger, beauty and hunger: dense

In all directions, glistening to be found.  

FOLIAGE

In her last book I saw a personal foliage: 

Bach played by a grandchild, a lost river 

Traced beneath her house, that night of love 

In a long-ago garden: leafage of moments, a shape

Filled out, but wildly varied in its fruits.

I saw how lives grow subtler by the season, 

Leafing and branching, developing practical tricks

To share or not, for buying within budget 

Or working through a headache or a heartache:   

Short cuts around the thicket of usual duties 

When some much heavier journey weighs on us, 

Songs we can raise as we cross a meadow of grief, 

Touches to make a small gift speak of friendship 

As the best gift.  I saw the little bargains 

We strike with our inadequacy, when all

We can do to take hold is season the soup 

As the family likes it, write a note, or make up

A bed for late arrivals.  

It sometimes seems 

The slowing that comes with years is caused 

By growth of the forest itself and not one’s flesh: 

I mean the undergrowth of memories

And cautions, almost too much human knowledge

Growing into blinds that hide the path.  

When old foresters of the years seem simple

It is an earned art, product of long scouting

Or gathering—an art of navigation, 

Pushing through to essentials but accepting 

The need for the unessential.

I think that women more than men acquire 

This foliage of small skills, as how to alter 

The garment found at hand in time for the dance

Or soothe a colic or choose whom to assign 

Which dish to pass, whom not to trust with secrets.   

Men, of course, know things in their spheres, not only 

The name of the local honest mechanic and how 

To hang a joint of game or re-imbed 

The screw that kept loosening, but when to ignore 

Noisy young pride or let a fool go forward

To learn his own hard way, as well as times 

When muscle is useful or futile.  

Late on, old foresters may lose that leafage 

Of skills from frailty or impatience with frailty

Or wrath at casual dismissal by those 

Who could use the lessons.   Fruitfulness in age

Is less of patience than of tactics: Pure patience 

Is a tree’s gift, not natural to humans, 

But something like it, a readiness, is here 

In the poet’s final book, implied by tales 

Of a day at the beach, spoonfuls from a kettle 

Of bubbling strawberry jam, books loved, meals cooked 

And praised, music, births, arrivals, partings.

The mind is populated by these things.

They are its blossoms, fruit, branches, and flocks 

That rest in the branches: insistent yet fragile, like   

The hands of the old trembling, the hands of lovers

Roaming the body, the hands of children held tight. 

THE AGING SATYR

It shocked us when we found it deep in the shadow 

Of lilacs, in a little nook behind a lattice

Where she would go alone with books or coffee, 

Far past the lawns where summer parties glittered.  

One wouldn’t notice it until one did, 

And then one had to stare: in mottled bronze 

A satyr, tall and prodigiously erect.

Not the cute Roman or romantic faun 

But sinewy, manlike, and visibly aging,

The shagged brows shading a deep squint, 

Veins bulging on the hands, a long beard.   

On the verge of lunging, his look was not drunken

But wary, on edge as if a sort of dusk

Were falling on the time-dissolving surges 

Of mood—lust, fits of neighing laughter, mad

Gallops and rages.    Not the swift primitive shock

Of the young beast at summer’s end, tasting 

The poisoned honey of foreknowledge: rather

A darkening, as of empires or old forests.

We wondered at the bower, side-chapel almost,

Where the widow, a pillar of her class, 

Chose to collect herself.   And worship what? 

We heard of her ex-Navy husband’s maxim: 

“All men are satyrs.”   The town considered her wise, 

An arbiter when furies roiled the mansions.   

Perhaps the nook was where she took the counsel

The genteel never hear, paying respect

To the half-beast that is never far away

But shows up sudden and naked in turmoil he caused,

Forever changing desires and never changing.  

 
SCEPTERS

How strange it is to be ruled by one’s own scepter, 

Insistent childish tyrant, fantasist 

Night after night of the same story, 

Leaper into the moment’s lap, prow 

Of great ambition, scribe of little shames. 

Often not even desire commands but dread 

Of being the one who does without.   

We live 

More than we guess, or like to admit when we see,

From impulse to impulse.   See it in private surprises: 

This mate so madly chosen, that one’s final bottle 

Before the road, the argument pursued past reason.  

On the other side the irrepressible prank, funny 

Or cruel, love given without thought of return, art 

Pursued regardless of fame or profit, a truth 

Impulsively told.  The ongoing feast of all our excesses

Mixed, the seething normal we hardly notice. 

Until we do. Add in our pure joy in the physical, 

Resilience in stony places: all sudden proofs 

that the only story is how we move 

from urgency to urgency.  

I asked about aging satyrs:

Do they grow milder or fiercer with age?  Or both? 

Into what wisdom?  An answer came: The primacy 

Of the urge, which even refused casts 

A defining shadow.   We come to possess an instinct 

As to what instinct must not know of itself.   

We are more intimate with wants unfilled 
Than with those filled, still more expert in those 

Once fed then left to hunger.   Like satyrs we yearn 

To race the same valleys as ever, want the music 

And laughter trickling down the night air, wine 

And feasts and the white thighs of the lost nymphs 

Returning to play in the green hills.

WITH APOLOGIES TO ARISTOTLE 
What everyone knows of a friend is that he or she falls short 

by tyranny of a virtue.  Everyone has seen it:

the dutiful caught up in needed work ignore  

the need for politics, the loyal comrade won't 

turn down a lonely friend to work late for promotion,

the too-forgiving girl won't leave a thug she's slept with,

the kind heart halts to assist one victim, then another.

The passionate specialist is pinned within a niche, 

the always-flexible assigned to garbage detail. 

Except for the abused who do not fight the sin

against them, we do not dare--lacking wisdom to measure

might-have-beens--to say, their unexamined goodness

is tragic, their years coined in lead.  We love them now,

might not love them in triumph; and then, their lives are ours 

in degree, for every life is stopped, one way or another--

and we know the bitter joke of getting youthful wishes.

We think: our friend is happier, more useful, closer to truth,

than the Oz or Jerusalem he started for allows. 

And so much of life's best is done by people detoured! 

Because they stay in camp while others trek on, the sick 

are nursed, the children taught.  Laggards and dropouts become

the backbone of sprouting towns, the crowd at church and tavern,

With time for friends. Some settle so well we guess their dream

was rainbow, not soul’s passion, while others grieve lifelong.

Sensing that virtue is love in dogged pursuit of something,

we question the love (of course we speak of friends here, 

not of ourselves, and keep a nice theoretic distance).

We say: The lover imagines but does not truly know 

that which he loves.  Perhaps he secretly foretells

the anguish of missing closely, or worse, of possession then loss;

and blinds himself beforehand like a king in a tragedy.

Perhaps he needs what he serves too much to tempt it.  As

so often with gods and flags, allegiance fills a vacuum.  

Whatever fantasy is tacit, its symptom, strangely, 

is defective imagination: for what instructs the heart

is the world we share in common, but he will not be taught.

A virtue, like a vice, becomes a sort of art,

a way of recognizing one's own life and its reasons:

The drunkard finds the bar, the kind heart senses sorrow.

Virtues could not exist without poetic ideas;

no matter how Quaker their garb, they are prophetic,

pushing experience towards durable forms; 

and, as all arts are habits, they keep on working regardless

of whether we wish to see and judge as we do: sometime

overshooting the good they serve; sometimes a little blinded

by caring where others do not.  Some say that virtue is balance:

if the trait blocks our friend it goes too far, a flaw: 

a point for school, but not an answer to their loves.   

No matter how wrong the object served by a blind virtue,

the satirist who unmasks it, the friend who disabuses,

always strikes us as cruel, because we know the pain

of our own surgeries; because we would be judged 

more by intentions than deeds; because we would be flattered

to call our own flaws–all of them!–mismanaged virtues.
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