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That’s how we live,
always
saying goodbye.



—Rilke, 8th Duino Elegy





And yet …






                    How does an essence of the world

                    Leave the world?

                    How does wetness leave water?

                    Don’t even try.

                    You are here to stay.






                 —Rumi






introduction

I sit here in the gathering afternoon of my life and already, on the horizon, I can glimpse the golden shadows of the end of time. My own time. They cast their glow even on this present moment, sitting here with the whole of San Francisco Bay glistening blue before me. For as I feel and know more deeply the passing nature of all things, all moments, all loves and sorrows, and especially of myself and all that I hold dear, the moments that remain to me, starting with this one, take on a deeper texture and reality.

In earlier years, when my sun was nearer noon, a moment was obscured all too easily by the endless rush of moments coming after it. There was a whole life left to live, with the best surely still to come. So much of my life has been lived not at the time of the living itself, but only afterward or in anticipation, which is to say partially. So many moments were left unrecognized for what they were—my life streaming in and over me in the shape of the only sensations I would ever know at the time, irreplaceable.

Especially when those sensations were painful, pregnant with sorrow and loss, it was all too tempting to move on to the next thing, the next person, the next event. In the name of detachment, that old Buddhist virtue, I might have said; though in reality I was only trying to protect myself from the feeling of hurt. Joy, and love of course, can invite the opposite reaction to pain: the urge to hold on, not wanting to let the precious feeling go.

But the fullness of life escapes us either way, whether we are holding on or pushing away, I realize now, at this late hour. For at the heart of love is openness. An unfettered openness of heart and spirit, it seems to me, is what intimacy—with another and with all life—really means. That openness is what I now believe true detachment to be.

We let everything in and through, willing to feel more rather than less, even if it rocks our very foundations. Easy to say, not so easy to do. But we have a lifetime to practice, and it’s never too late. I know now, late in my day but not too late, to “catch the winged moment as it flies,” to paraphrase William Blake. Better to feel the fullness of the experience even as it is leaving, which it always must, rather than nurture regrets for months, perhaps years afterward for what could have been said, or felt, but was not.

Catching the winged moment as it flies is, I believe, a true hello and goodbye all in one: a wholehearted embrace of the way life is showing up for us now, even as we acknowledge and, yes, even wave at its leaving. And because I know I do not always live like this, caught as I sometimes am in the holding on or the pushing away, I turn to poetry to help me in the moments of my need. Poetry reminds me of what I know and often forget. Poetry speaks for me what my own tongue sometimes cannot. Poetry can coax from the shadows of my heart those feelings whose existence I may even have been afraid to admit to.

We have to say goodbye to everything eventually, and life is punctuated with a thousand goodbyes, some greater, some smaller, all along the way. And yet all too often, we can’t find the words to say goodbye. We may leave a relationship or see a loved one die without ever being able to find the words or the courage to express feelings that have moved like weather in us for years. We can be at a loss for what to say when a relationship ends, when our friend or lover dies, when we wake up one morning and realize that a whole period of our life—our youth, our career, our healthy body, perhaps—is no longer what it was.

This is precisely where poetry shines. Good poetry is not merely a few thoughtful words to fill in an awkward moment. It is not simply sage advice or a gentle consolation. No, great poetry reaches down into the depths of our humanity and captures the very essence of our experience. Then it delivers it up in exactly the right words. This is why we shudder with recognition when we hear the right poem at the right time.

I have felt that shudder myself more than once in these last few years. I have attended my mother’s funeral, lost a dear friend, ended a marriage, and left a city that I had grown to love.

When my marriage ended, I read my wife “The God Abandons Anthony,” the astonishing poem by the Greek poet Cavafy. Anthony and Cleopatra are about to lose the city of Alexandria to the Roman army. Anthony is also losing the protection of Dionysus, god of music and wine. He stands on a balcony as a procession of musicians walks by. The poet urges him not to turn away from the beauty of the music, but to turn toward it; to take in the full impact of the loss he is going to sustain; to be willing to listen


        To the exquisite music of that strange procession,

        And say goodbye to her, to the Alexandria you
are leaving.1



Can we stand to gaze into the heart of our loss, the preciousness of what we are losing, and not look away? This is the challenge that Cavafy offered me. His poem gave me the words with which to say goodbye to my marriage, and, even as it was dissolving, the courage to feel the value it had served in my life for a period of time. I know from my own experience that a poem can be a catalyst for healing, awakening, and love. In capturing our innermost wishes and feelings, it can be the gift that we give to another and also to ourselves in a moment of parting.

I have also learned that a goodbye is an opportunity for kindness, for forgiveness, for intimacy, and ultimately for love and a deepening acceptance of life as it is instead of what it was or what we may have wanted it to be. Goodbyes can be poignant, sorrowful, sometimes a relief, and, now and then, an occasion for joy. They are always transition moments that, when embraced, can be the door to a new life both for ourselves and for others.

These ten poems help us to say goodbye in different ways, across a spectrum of situations that we are all familiar with. The first poem, by Ellen Bass, reminds us of what I have felt today, looking out over the bay: that when we have a heightened awareness of life’s fleeting impermanence, life itself becomes ever more precious and vivid. There are poems here on surviving the death of a loved one, on waving goodbye to a daughter, on looking back on a romantic love, on the loss of our younger self, and more. Then, Jane Hirshfield’s poem, “When Your Life Looks Back,” looks with an elegant tenderness upon the fragility and beauty of mortal life itself.

To say goodbye with all our heart is to turn a parting into a blessing. Goodbye is derived from the phrase “God be with you.” A blessing is the offering of one heart to another; to another person, to a situation, to life itself. Isn’t that what we are here for? To bless the savor of this precious moment even as it slips through our fingers? To allow its sorrow, its joy, its silence or laughter to enter our life stream and add a measure to who we are? This is the spirit of these ten poems, and the hope of this book.



1
IF YOU KNEW
by Ellen Bass


What if you knew you’d be the last

to touch someone?

If you were taking tickets, for example,

at the theater, tearing them,

giving back the ragged stubs,

you might take care to touch that palm,

brush your fingertips

along the life line’s crease.




When a man pulls his wheeled suitcase

too slowly through the airport, when

the car in front of me doesn’t signal,

when the clerk at the pharmacy

won’t say Thank you, I don’t remember

they’re going to die.




A friend told me she’d been with her aunt.

They’d just had lunch and the waiter,

a young gay man with plum black eyes,

joked as he served the coffee, kissed

her aunt’s powdered cheek when they left.

Then they walked half a block and her aunt

dropped dead on the sidewalk.




How close does the dragon’s spume

have to come? How wide does the crack

in heaven have to split?

What would people look like

if we could see them as they are,

soaked in honey, stung and swollen,

reckless, pinned against time?






the dragon’s spume

The first person I normally greet in the morning is Diego. Today, I look at him with eyes whose vision has been altered by reading this poem. Diego is from the Yucatán, but now he makes cappuccino in my local café in Sausalito. Diego is irrepressibly happy. We shake hands every day as I order my cappuccino. He invariably slides it across the counter to me with some exclamation about how beautiful the day is, whatever the weather. Even if I have just walked through a blustery wind and a smattering of rain, it seems churlish to contradict him, and I can only agree, especially when I know how far he has cycled in the small hours of the morning to get here. Yes, it is a beautiful day. Always.

Today, I take in his tiny Mayan frame; his businesslike vigor; his kind, open gaze, and I feel what this café would be like without him. It would be empty. All the locals are here because of him. Because of his warmth, his welcome, his verve. I wonder about the sad stories that hide behind his smile; the journey from his homeland, the family he has left behind, the relatives, perhaps, who never made it across the desert in Arizona. I think of him on his bicycle at four in the morning, pedaling into the wind all through San Francisco and over the Golden Gate Bridge while the rest of us are quiet in the sleeping city.

Today, his gesture of sliding the cup over the wooden counter is lit for me with an uncommon light—the light that glows around someone as you sense that this gesture, that sentence, that smile, that look in the eyes, is already disappearing out of this moment into the timeless. Gone; gone forever. And yet a trace remains; not in the memory only, but in the feeling heart. And in the body, too; because when we see and feel like this, we are moved. For what is illuminated is the reality that, even as it disappears, the most ordinary gesture can convey the truth and beauty of a human life. I feel grateful for Diego’s courage, his vulnerability to “the dragon’s spume”; aware of his humanity as I am now streaming across the counter to me along with my coffee.

Aware as I am, too, of my own vulnerability, and that of everyone else in this café this morning, washed and tumbling along as we all are in the river of time, on our way to the endless ocean. Because all of us are here only for the time being; vulnerable, intrinsically vulnerable to old age, sickness, and death. Nothing will save us from this, our common fate. However puffed out our chest may be, however booming that voice of ours, however many tall buildings or stocks we own, we, too, are exquisitely, excruciatingly exposed to the fact that, sooner or later, our place will be cleared and we will be gone.

When we remember this, this poem says, something softens in us. Our judgments soften. Our hurry slows down a little, our worries return to proportion. We breathe a little easier. After all, every one of us is in the same leaky, old boat. Everyone we meet, everyone around us—the wise, the foolish, the saintly, the murderous—all of us alive today are heading together, in one great fellowship, toward the final waterfall, even as we argue, lash out at each other, care for each other, love each other, regardless of what it is we do or don’t do.

This is why ours is an “exquisite” vulnerability. It is exquisite because it is so touching, so life affirming when we see through the shell of a person to the tender reality beneath. One of the women I pass in the café most mornings was in the local supermarket the other day. We had sometimes smiled in recognition, but never spoken. She always seemed busy and brisk to my eye, in charge of her day and what she was doing. When we bumped into each other in the supermarket I greeted her by saying how colorful she looked in her bright blue shirt. She said her husband had died recently, and it was the first day since then that she had felt a little alive. I am so sorry, I said. She burst into tears and clung to my shoulder, sobbing. The wave of her grief washed through and over me. I had had no idea. I would never have known. She was not in charge at all. She was just trying to do what she could to get through.

It reminded me that all of us are a hair’s breadth away from death—our own or someone else’s—at any moment of the day or night. All of us, whatever we may do to conceal it, are as tender inside as the down on a songbird’s breast.


                When a man pulls his wheeled suitcase

                too slowly through the airport, when

                the car in front of me doesn’t signal, …



This is what Ellen Bass is saying in these lines: that our common vulnerability is palpable even in those who irritate us. They, too, carry the same mortal wound, and when we see this, we see their essential humanity. Then we, too, will have softened our own shell and remembered for a moment who we are, below the parade of our passing concerns. It is always exquisite to return to ourselves, to that quivering presence, substantial and unsayable; and know ourselves again as if for the first time.

The poems of Ellen Bass are always achingly human, just like this one, and often weave threads of grief and loss with love and starlight.


                    Bring me your pain, love. Spread

                    it out like fine rugs, silk sashes,



she says, in “Basket of Figs.”1

In “The Moon,” she sees it


           framed in the windshield like a small white shell

           glued to the blue silk of the afternoon.2



This is one of the many wonderful things about a poem: you can pour everything into it, joy and sorrow, the remarkable and the ordinary, and the poem will use all of it, turning stones into bread along the way. Just as in “If You Knew,” even the man wheeling his suitcase through an airport and even the clerk in the pharmacy who won’t say “Thank you” come newly alive for us when we remember that they, too, like us, are drifting toward an irrevocable finality. Bass is affirming that we are most alive when we are aware of the shadow of death that hovers over everything and perhaps especially over ourselves. It is our mortality that makes life so precious.

She brings this vividly into focus in the following stanza, which moves us from the general to the specific. She shares a graphic, startling image from her own life:


                a young gay man with plum black eyes,

                joked as he served the coffee, kissed

                her aunt’s powdered cheek when they left.



The waiter has an air of spontaneity, and an almost feminine beauty, which is not insignificant to my mind. It suggests an ease with relatedness, with the warmth of contact, with life itself. He needs only wings to be a personification of Eros, the joyous, life-giving energy of delight and desire. And what a blessing he gives her, unknowingly—for he is the last person to touch the aunt, who walks out of the restaurant and drops down dead along the street. She was blessed with the touch of life just as she was leaving it. And he, too, was blessed without knowing it, as we are whenever we extend our hand in kindness or in generosity toward the transient, fragile life of another.

The last four lines are an accumulation of successively potent images, ending with one of the most arresting pictures of the human condition I have ever encountered:


                What would people look like

                if we could see them as they are,

                soaked in honey, stung and swollen,

                reckless, pinned against time?



Imagine looking at yourself in the mirror, or at your lover or your parents, and seeing someone “soaked in honey, stung and swollen.” How forgiving your look would become, the lines in your face softening already in the glow of the truth before you. The phrase reminds me of that beautiful image of Antonio Machado’s:


                        And the golden bees

                        were making white combs

                        and sweet honey

                        from my old failures.3



When I first heard Machado’s lines, they broke open my mind to a whole new way of seeing my life. I was in amazement. Imagine the possibility that every single turn of events, however dark or disappointing the outcome, can in some circuitous way be the raw material for something that eventually surfaces with the sweetness of honey. Machado is saying that your failures can soften you, render you more permeable to worlds you may never have countenanced if you had always met with success in the world of action. The heart, like the grape, is prone to delivering its harvest in the same moment that it appears to be crushed. The beehive in your heart is humming precisely because of those failures.

Ellen Bass, too, couples our sweetness with our stung and swollen selves. Like the Japanese, who have developed an entire philosophy—wabi sabi—around the value of imperfection, she joins our beauty to our wounding. The “slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,” as Hamlet puts it, can serve to unveil the inherent sweetness of our essential nature.

And our greatest wounding, the imperfection that no amount of prayer or goodness or psychotherapy will ever do anything to erase, is that we are “pinned against time.” Time is both our friend and our ultimate demise. It is our friend when we awaken to the reality that this life will not always be so. When we know this from the inside, the caution that may have colored our days will dissolve like mist over the bay. With nothing to lose, knowing there can be nothing to hold on to, we can fall headlong into life at last; “reckless,” like butterflies still hovering over a flower even as the collector leans forward with his net.

Far from being a tragedy, there is something poignantly wondrous about our mortal predicament. Czeslaw Milosz, in his poem, “Encounter,” captures it beautifully:


    O my love, where are they, where are they going

    The flash of a hand, streak of movement, rustle of pebbles.

    I ask not out of sorrow, but in wonder.4



I wish only that I might live out my days like this, “in wonder.”




End of sample
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