Denise Levertov
The Acol yte

The | arge kitchen is al nost dark.

Across the plain of even, diffused |ight,

copper pans on the wall and the wi ndow gerani um
tend separate canpfires.

Her bs dangl e their Spanish noss fromrafters.

At the table, floury hands
kneadi ng dough, feet planted

st eady on fl agstones,

a wonman ponders the | oaves-to-be.
Yeast and flour, water and salt,
have nmet in the huge bow .

It’'s not

t he baked and cool ed and cut

bread she’ s thinking of,

but the way

t he dough rises and has a life of its own,

not the oven she’s thinking of
but the way

the sour snell changes

to fragrance.

She wants to put

a silver rose or a bell of dianonds
into each | oaf;

she wants

to bake a curse into one | oaf;

into anot her, the words that break
evil spells and rel ease

transfornmed heroes into their selves;
she wants to nake

bread that is nore than bread.

Life at War

The di sasters nunmb within us
caught in the chest, rolling
in the brain |ike pebbles. The feeling
resenbl es | unps of raw dough

wei ghing down a child' s stomach on baki ng day.



O Rilke saidit, ‘M heart..

Could I say of |f, It overfl ows
with bitterness...but no, as though

its contents were sinply balled into
form ess | unps, thus

do | carry it about.’

The sane war

conti nues.

We have breathed the grits of it in, all our Ilives,
our lungs are pocked with it,

t he nmucous nenbrane of our dreans

coated with it, the inagination

filmed over with the gray filth of it:

t he knowl edge that humanki nd,

del i cate Man, whose fl esh
responds to a caress, whose eyes
are flowers that perceive the stars,

whose nusi c excels the nusic of birds,
whose | aughter matches the | aughter of dogs,
whose under st andi ng nmani fests desi gns
fairer than the spider’s nost intricate web,

still turns without surprise, wth nere regret
to the schedul ed breaki ng open of breasts whose m |k
runs out over the entrails of still-alive babies,

transformati on of wi tnessing eyes to pul p-fragnents,
i npl osi on of skinned penises into carcass-qgullays.

We are the humans, nmen who can make;

whose | anguage i magi nes nercy,

| ovi ngki ndness; we have bel i eved one anot her
mrrored forns of a God we felt as good—

who do these acts, who convi nce oursel ves
it I's necessary; these acts are done

to our own flesh; burned hunan fl esh

is snelling in Viet Namas | wite.

Yes, this is the know edge that jostles for space
in our bodies along with all we
go on knowi ng of joy, of |ove;

our nerve filaments twitch with its presence
day and ni ght,



not hi ng we say has not the husky phlegmof it in the
sayi ng,

not hi ng we do has the qui ckness, the sureness,

the deep intelligence |living at peace woul d have.

Stanley Kunitz
The Layers

| have wal ked t hrough many |ives,
sone of themny own,

and | am not who | was,

t hough sone principle of being
abi des, fromwhich |I struggle
not to stray.

When | | ook behi nd,

as | amconpelled to | ook
before | can gather strength
to proceed on ny journey,

| see the m | estones dw ndling
toward the horizon

and the slowfires trailing
fromthe abandoned canp-sites,
over whi ch scavenger angels
wheel on heavy w ngs.

Ch, | have nade nyself a tribe
out of ny true affections,



and ny tribe is scattered!

How shal |l the heart be reconciled
to its feast of | osses?

In a rising w nd

t he mani ¢ dust of ny friends,

t hose who fell along the way,
bitterly stings ny face.

Yet | turn, | turn,
exul ting sonewhat,
with ny wwll intact to go

wherever | need to go,

and every stone on the road
precious to ne.

I n ny darkest night,

when t he nobon was covered

and | roaned t hrough w eckage,
a ni nbus-cl ouded voi ce

di rected ne:

“Live in the | ayers,

not on the litter.”

Though | lack the art

to deci pher it,

no doubt the next chapter

in ny book of transformations
Is already witten.

| am not done with ny changes.



The Long Boat

When his boat snapped | oose
fromits noorings, under

t he screaking of the gulls,
he tried at first to wave

to his dear ones on shore,

but in the rolling fog

they had already |ost their faces.
Too tired even to choose

bet ween junpi ng and cal ling,
sonehow he felt absol ved and free
of his burdens, those npttoes
stanped on hi s nane-tag:
consci ence, anbition, and all
t hat caring.

He was content to |lie down
with the famly ghosts

in the slop of his cradle,
buffeted by the storm

endl essly drifting.

Peace! Peace!

To be rocked by the Infinite!
As if it didn't matter

whi ch way was hone;

as if he didn't know

he | oved the earth so nmuch

he wanted to stay forever.



Li-Young Lee

The G ft

To pull the netal splinter fromny palm

ny father recited a story in a | ow voi ce.

| watched his |ovely face and not the bl ade.
Before the story ended, he'd renoved

the iron sliver | thought I'd die from

| can’t renenber the tale,

but hear his voice still, a well
of dark water, a prayer.

And | recall his hands,

two neasures of tenderness

he | aid agai nst ny face,

the flames of discipline

he rai sed above ny head.

Had you entered that afternoon

you woul d have thought you saw a nman
planting sonething in a boy's palm

a silver tear, a tiny flane.

Had you foll owed that boy

you woul d have arrived here,

where | bend over ny wife' s right hand.

Look how | shave her thunbnail down
so carefully she feels no pain.
Watch as | |ift the splinter out.

| was seven when ny fat her

took ny hand like this,

and | did not hold that shard

bet ween ny fingers and think,

Metal that wll bury ne,

christen it Little Assassin,

Ore Going Deep for My Heart.

And | did not |ift up ny wound and cry,
Death visited here!



| did what a child does
when he’s given sonething to keep.
| kissed ny father.

Eating Al one

|’ve pulled the [ast of the year’s young oni ons.
The garden is bare now. The ground is cold,
brown and old. What is left of the day flanes
In the maples at the corner of ny

eye. | turn, a cardinal vani shes.

By the cellar door, | wash the onions,

then drink fromthe icy netal spigot.



Once, years back, | wal ked besi de ny father

anong the windfall pears. | can’t recall
our words. W may have strolled in silence. But
| still see himbend that way—+eft hand braced

on knee, creaky—+to |ift and hold to ny
eye a rotten pear. In it, a hornet
spun crazily, glazed in slow, glistening juice.

It was ny father | saw this norning

waving to nme fromthe trees. | al nost
called to him until | cane close enough
to see the shovel, |eaning where | had

left it, in the flickering, deep green shade.
White rice steam ng, al nbst done. Sweet green peas
fried in onions. Shrinp braised in sesane

oil and garlic. And ny own | oneliness.

What nore could I, a young nman, want.

Eati ng Toget her

In the steaner is the trout

seasoned wth slivers of ginger,

two sprigs of green onion, and sesane oil.
We shall eat it with rice for |unch,

brot hers, sister, ny nother who w ||

taste the sweetest neat of the head,

hol ding it between her fingers

deftly, the way ny father did

weeks ago. Then he |lay down

to sleep |like a snow covered road

wi ndi ng t hrough pines ol der than him

wi t hout any travelers, and lonely for no one.



Richard Wilbur

The Witer

In her roomat the prow of the house

Where |ight breaks, and the wi ndows are tossed
wi th |inden,

My daughter is witing a story.

| pause in the stairwell, hearing
From her shut door a commotion of typewiter-keys
Li ke a chain haul ed over a gunwal e.

Young as she is, the stuff

O her life is a great cargo, and sone of it
heavy:

| wish her a | ucky passage.

But now it is she who pauses,
As if to reject ny thought and its easy figure.
A stillness greatens, in which

The whol e house seens to be thinking,
And then she is at it again with a bunched cl anor



O strokes, and again is silent.

| remenber the dazed starling

Whi ch was trapped in that very room two years
ago;

How we stole in, lifted a sash

And retreated, not to affright it;

And how for a hel pl ess hour, through the crack of
t he door,

We wat ched the sleek, wld, dark

And iridescent creature
Batter against the brilliance, drop |like a glove
To the hard floor, or the desk-top,

And wait then, hunped and bl oody,
For the wits to try it again; and how our spirits
Rose when, suddenly sure,

It lifted off froma chair-back,
Beating a snooth course for the right w ndow
And clearing the sill of the world.

It is always a matter, ny darling,
O life or death, as | had forgotten. | w sh
What | w shed you before, but harder.



