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Love Before Love




It is odd that God has chosen the name of Love.

Maybe it’s only a human name that we ascribe to God. Maybe we’ve imposed it on God without His permission. Or Her permission. Christianity is more explicit about the name. St. John says flatly that God is love. Other religions, as the selections in this Book of Love will illustrate, say pretty much the same thing, though perhaps more cautiously. Even the saints and the mystics, who may have had more contact with God than the rest of us, claim that they encounter overwhelming love.

If God didn’t like the name, He could have easily rebuked those who use it, one way or another. If one is a Christian, one has to say that St. John’s naming of God is inspired, that in some fashion God and St. John conspired to call Her Love.

Odd.

All right, our efforts at naming God are pale metaphors that reveal to us a little about God, a lot less than they don’t reveal. God is like human love but also unlike it. Less passionate, less forceful, less determined, less enraptured? We can hardly say that because if we do the metaphor collapses. Love in its very nature is passionate, forceful, determined, enraptured. So if the metaphor has any validity at all it must mean that God is like human love only more so, more passionate, more forceful, more determined, more enraptured.


Scary.

Persistently passionate human lovers can be very scary. However, we can cool them off in various ways. A God who is infinitely more passionate? A God whom we can’t cool off? A God from whom we can’t escape? Very scary indeed.

And very odd.

Love is not just hearts and flowers and St. Valentine’s Day lace—though it is that too. Love is essentially a raging torrent rushing inexorably toward union. A river tumbling irresistibly toward the ocean, the ocean sweeping up into the river mouth in its high tide. Love is usually very messy, very troublesome, very dangerous, very consuming. It is, as Father Martin Darcy S.J. wrote in his classic The Mind and Heart of Love, finally not so much the desire to possess as the desire to be possessed. God is like that?

Most odd.

We are tempted to say that God doesn’t really mean that. She conspired with St. John to say she was something sweet and nice, not something turbulent and demanding and fearsome. The word doesn’t mean the same thing at all when it is used of human love as when it is used as God. Certainly Love is not love, right?

Wrong! Unless you want to argue that God plays word games as well as dice.

Love emerged in humankind not as a result of our being human but as a precondition of our becoming human. In our hominid ancestors the bonding between male and female, already passionate enough, had to extend to the female’s children for humanity as we know it to emerge. The bond of love produced a family and, by so doing, produced humankind. Moreover, to really bond the family together humans had to develop in such a way that the male and female were capable of sex not merely episodically (once a month, once a year) but all the time. Now that is really messy!

Did God really want to compare Himself to the hunger of man and woman for one another, a hunger which in its pervasiveness is unique among the species about which we know? A hunger which causes all kinds of trouble in the human condition? A hunger which has developed out of the bonding propensities that we share with other less passionate species? A propensity to bond rooted in the earth and in bodies? Did God want us to think that He’s really like that?

If He did, that is outrageously odd. However, one learns, like Job, not to argue with God. If God wants to be Love, then that’s His business. One can understand, however, why many people try to pretend that God doesn’t really mean it or to pretty the name over with a sentimental veneer. The implications of the notion that there is something in the messy joy of human passion that is very like God are too disturbing to have to take seriously.

Not only, then, do we pretend that the passion between man and woman is totally different from God’s passion for us, we also try to pretend that all the other varieties of love that are part of human life are totally different from sexual passion. The word obviously means three totally different things—God, human sexual attraction, and all the other loves in our life. There is love1, love2, and love3. The first is God, the second is sexual attraction, the third is the way we feel about our friends and relatives. All are different. They merely happen to have the same name.

Stated that baldly, our attempt to eliminate the body from our friendships and from God may seem hilarious to some. Nonetheless, it is the implied conventional wisdom of those who want to escape from the scary implications of love as passion.

In fact, we know of no other species that have as many different kinds of love as we do. Clearly all our other loves are possible only because we are a species endowed with a very unique kind of sexuality, one oriented not merely, and not even principally, toward reproduction but toward bonding. Humans can have a wide variety of loves because they have such a powerful capacity to bond. The other loves are not the same as passion between man and woman, but the ability to engage in passionate sexual bonding makes possible all the other loves. They are not watered-down versions of sexual love but rather the result of our vast, amorphous, and desperate need to bond. Close friendship is not the same as sexual love, but it’s not completely different either and is possible because we are creatures who can bond.

That leaves unanswered the question of why God wants to identify herself with human bonding, why She wants to create the impression that it is in her nature to bond with us. We often wish God would go away with that metaphor, but clearly there is no escaping it though we pretend to try.

Perhaps that is the reason that in so many of the current spate of books about virtues (Books of Virtue, etc.) love is absent. In these books one encounters much about various stoic virtues as honesty, reliability, industry, and suchlike—all doubtless admirable virtues. However, one reads nothing in these inestimable anthologies about love.

One wonders why. Did St. Paul not say the greatest virtue was love? Have the anthologists dismissed him because love has somehow come to be identified with nineteen sixties’ hedonism (as in “make love not war”), drugs, and rock music? Might it be that love is perceived as a soft, mushy, self-indulgent, undisciplined quality that hardly deserves the name of a virtue? How could one who writes editorials for the Wall Street Journal and cries for more outrage from Americans possibly sing the praises of something like love, for which there is, anyhow, little room in a free market economy? Why, of all things, should parents want to put in the hands of their children a book about love? Given the very conservative orientation of the anthologists, that may well be the case. Too bad for St. Paul. And for St. John too.

If love is a torrential force toward a union that bonds, it will bring sustained happiness only when it is focused, disciplined, intent, experienced, mature, patient, kind, and all those other nice things St. Paul says about it. The ability to love wisely and well is the most important trait parents can pass on to their children. It is not, however, sentimental mush.

Thus it seemed to us that the omission of Love from those anthologies is passing strange. So we decided to prepare a book that might be a supplement or a corrective or even a challenge to such books of virtue, minimally a polite reminder from St. Paul that without love the stoic virtues are sounding brass and tinkling cymbals.

Therefore we commit this book to two fundamental propositions:

God is Love.

The greatest of all virtues is love.









Introduction
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The Greatest Virtue


Meanwhile these three remain: faith, hope, and love; and the greatest of these is love.

SAINT PAUL





A songwriter plaintively asks, “What is this thing called love?” His question is the question of everyone who seeks to make sense out of the ever-present desire to love and be loved. The disciple Paul, while not giving a direct answer to the songwriter’s question, asserts that the human desire to understand what love is all about is a virtuous, and necessary, quest—an affair of the soul.

Affairs of the soul, of that center of the human spirit, are resistant to quick, easy, simple analysis. Neither the acquisition of more knowledge about love, nor even the will to love, automatically assures people that they will succeed at giving and receiving love. The human ego sets up barriers to love with the threat that love somehow will destroy our fragile sense of self.

Throughout human history, storytellers, poets, composers, preachers, and ordinary people have reflected on the wonder, mystery, and challenge of love. This collection of stories, poems, and reflections grows out of the belief that the human spirit, nourished by meditations on love, can penetrate the defenses of the ego. Only then will the human heart be free to cultivate the virtue of love. Certain assumptions underlie this belief, which in turn influence the direction and format of the collection.

Love is humankind’s origin and destiny. The human desire for love is intimately linked with what philosophers identify as the constant human search for the good, the true, and the beautiful. Some thinkers link this quest with the search for the divine. Everyone who spends any time considering this thing called love agrees that love is necessary for both individual and community survival. Everyone also agrees there is more to this business of love than anyone ever imagines at first or second or even their hundredth glance.

The enigma of the present age is the dichotomy between its enormous store of information about love and the ever-present signs that more knowledge does not necessarily make this era any better at the business of love than preceding ages. Love’s wrongs face us every day and everywhere: wars, infidelities, family discords, distrust, prejudices, and ethnic and religious conflicts, all of which destroy love, continue to abound.

Why, we wonder, is love so difficult? Why do we undermine our own and others’ efforts to love and be loved? What must we know, read, do, etc., to be better at this business of love?

A quest of the spirit needs more than analysis of what love is all about and more than programs designed to identify psychological barriers to being a loving person. The storytellers and poets of the past and present know that our hunger for love is never fully satisfied. Just as we feed our bodies in order to survive, we need to feed our spiritual hunger if we wish to uncover the resources necessary to foster an ongoing feast of love.

Love comes in a variety of guises. We love persons. We love places. We love things. Though there are many loves, there is a common factor in every experience of love. Every love leads us to embrace a good outside of ourselves. We willingly open ourselves to the risk of loss of ego. We take a long stride.

We began this collection with the intention of gathering works that would nourish an appreciation of the possibilities and challenges of this greatest of virtues. The authors of the works included here invite us to enter their imaginations and allow their images of love to bypass our fears and weave their way through our imaginations to our spirits. Our spirits, nourished by this meditation, will in turn feed us new images of how we might participate in the feast of love.


As examples of the many works available to those who want to partake of the feast of love, we include poetry, folklore, sayings, music, children’s stories, autobiographical reflections, classic stories, stories from religious traditions, our own published and unpublished works, as well as other unpublished material.

Some selections appear to give obvious answers to the question of love’s meaning. Others are more obscure. Some are old favorites, perhaps seen in a new light. None, standing alone, supplies the exact road map for the soul-size exploration unto a deeper appreciation of the greatest of virtues. All invite meditation as a way of opening the spirit to fuller awareness of this wonder that is both our origin and destiny.

This kitchen table book of love—a hands-on, there-every-morning-and-evening collection of reflections on love—offers food for the spirit of those who stride. Not unlike a menu planner, it presents a strategy for a celebration of the feast of human love. The chapters represent what we consider essential components of that strategy.

We hope this exploration into love will encourage readers to recall their own favorite love stories and share them—and any new images they uncover—with those they love.








Chapter One

Generic Love: A Many-Splendored Thing


To love deeply in one direction makes us more loving in all directions.

MADAME SWITCHINE

I do love I know not what;
 Sometimes this and sometimes that.

ROBERT HERRICK

There is only one kind of love, but there are a thousand different versions.

FRANÇOIS DE LA ROCHEFOUCAULD





Love, it is said, is a many-splendored thing. The various experiences of love, as well as the effects of each experience and the interplay between them, give love its claim to splendor.

There are a variety of loves, but they all have the same spirit. The selections in this chapter suggest that this spirit is the generic ingredient in every type of love. Love’s splendor is most obvious in its effects, in the way it moves us out of our narrowness to another level of existence.


Love, like the stories, poetry, and songs that proclaim its joy and its sorrows, does not lend itself to rational, scientific analysis. Why do two people fall in love? Why is it that a beautiful sunset can dispel the frustration of a rush-hour driver headed home after a busy day? Why does a teenage boy, given to monosyllabic answers and careless dress, suddenly become concerned about his appearance and sound a bit more civilized after a certain young woman smiles at him? Why is it that the birth of a grandchild turns staid, mature adults into euphoric grandparents? Why is it that when we are loved we begin to open ourselves to heretofore-undreamed-of adventures? Why do memories of certain places stir glad feelings? Why does the concern of a friend during a time of trial lighten our burden? Why do all these things happen if not because just even a hint of love arms us against our need always to be on guard, fearful of a loss of self.

True love, no matter what its focus, entices our spirits to move out of the constricted confines of self. It impels us to sing a song that encompasses not only our own souls but also the soul of the other, be it a spouse, a child, a neighbor, our community, our neighborhood, the stranger, all humanity, the universe, and beyond. The narrow circle widens each time we feel we are loved as well as each time we allow ourselves to love something or someone.

At times the term love is misapplied. People are said to love everything from fame, fortune, power, and prestige to the latest fashion, movie, television show, rock star, or novel. These are false loves when they are based in a compulsion or a sense of greed. Compulsion and greed focus our energies on the acquisition of things as a means of satisfying the ego. We are shaped by what we love, even when these are false loves. The circle narrows. The spirit withers.

The dichotomy between our expressed desire to love and be loved and our actions to protect us from what we imagine to be a loss of self sets up obstacles to our participation in the feast of love. Yet, when properly nourished, our ability to love grows. We work our way up to participation in the feast of love when we explore the various love challenges and love opportunities available to us. The spirit thrives.

When the spirit thrives, both individuals and communities are open to the splendor of the varieties of loves. When we are mindful of love’s possibilities, good things happen. We have a hint of what it means to be real.
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We seek to understand what it means to love, thinking that once we have the wisdom we will conquer all life’s obstacles. Unfortunately, like the he-mouse, we want things our way. Our self-centered desires often make it difficult, if not impossible, to recognize love when it is waiting for us to embrace it.
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Love took up the glass of Time, and turn’d it in his glowing hands;

Every moment, lightly shaken, ran itself in golden sands.


Love took up the harp of Life, and smote on all the chords with might;

Smote the chord of Self, that, trembling, pass’d in music out of sight.

ALFRED, LORD TENNYSON,
 from Locksley Hall
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The He-Mouse and the She-Mouse


This tale appears in Indian, classical, midrashic, and medieval fable literatures, as well as in modern oral tradition.



Thus said a mouse: “What good is a male without the female who is his wife? I have seen every kind of thing that is alive, yet among all these I have found none that is fit to be my wife.” And he did greatly desire to seek for himself a wife most fair, and he could find none to suit his thought and aim except the sun, who was fair beyond all compare. So he said: “If all who dwell on earth are in darkness when she is not there, the good sun brings healing with her when she comes.” And when the sun began shining again, she found much favor in his eyes, and he said to her: “I love you with an everlasting love, therefore I beg you to come down from above and I shall pay your bridal price and wed you in a trice.” And the sun answered with guile and deceit: “Surely it would not be meet to take the light which grew dark yesterday and shines again today, and then sets in the evening. As soon as you look at it, it will pass away and clouds can conceal it anyway, and so I am but a servant to the cloud for whenever it desires I am clad in darkness. But if you should offer your pleas to the cloud, I am sure that it will not turn you away.”

The mouse thought it over and hastened away to seek the cloud and said to her: “Indeed, I have toiled and found, O cloud most fair and fine, and by counsel of the sun I wish to make you mine, and I shall never forsake you.” But the cloud answered and said: “He who is high above the high has placed me in the hands of the wind which bears me wherever it finds to be best, whether north or south or east or west. With might and main it carries me away. Now if a wife like me you desire, you will be wandering to and fro on earth until you tire. Forsake the maid and the lady take, for the wind can make me or she can break. Go to the wind and dwell with her, entice her if you can.”

So the mouse went away to the wind and found her in a desolate land and to her he did say: “Have no fear. But haste away to the hills with me for of all the females I did see in these times and our present age you are the best and most fit for me, so you be mine and I shall be yours.” But the wind answered: “Why do you come to take me? You do not know how abject I be for I have no strength or power to blow down a wall at any hour, whether of stone or earth it be. I am not strong at all, you see, when a wall is stronger than me. So if it should seem fit to you and you can persuade her to be faithful and true, let her be your citadel and stay.”

So he went to the wall and this did say: “Listen to me, for I would have you know the counsel of the sun and the cloud and the wind and they advise that I should ask you to be sweet and kind to me, so that we may wed, you see.” But the wall answered in rage and wrath: “They sent you to me to display my shame and reproach. You have come to remind me that they are all of them free to rise up and go down while my stone and wall cannot move at all, and I have neither strength nor power and any mouse or worm can make me bare and dig into my base and make themselves a ladder and a stair. Though I may be an upthrust wall, they injure me with their mouths and feet as though I had no strength at all, and the mice come here with all of their kin and dwell in me, the mothers and their litters. And they have many a hundred nests, and I cannot stand against them at the best. And do you desire a wife like me?”

So when the mouse saw that his hopes were in vain, he took a wife of his own kith and kin who had been born not far away, and she became his helpmate on that day.

DANIEL BEN-AMOR,
 from Mimekor Yisrael: Selected Classical Jewish Folktales
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If we are willing to risk love, to let love arm us, we will eventually find the answer to the ultimate questions.
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Our Hearts

To love “very much” is to love poorly: one loves—that is all—it cannot be modified or completed without being nullified. It is a short word, but it contains all: it means the body, the soul, the life, the entire being. We feel it as we feel the warmth of the blood, we breathe it as we breathe the air, we carry it in ourselves as we carry our thoughts. Nothing more exists for us. It is not a word; it is an inexpressible state indicated by four letters.

GUY DE MAUPASSANT
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Loneliness


From the soul’s proper loneliness love and affection seem

part substance and part dream

held in the mouth in the same way the snake carries its eggs

if gripped too hard they break,

leaving a few grains of dust

and a heart crippled by its weight of lust.

ALASDAIR GRAY
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Even though love often disappoints us from every direction, in the end love will triumph.
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Outwitted


He drew a circle that shut me out—

Heretic, rebel, a thing to flout.

But Love and I had the wit to win:

We drew a circle that took him in!

EDWIN MARKHAM
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The Hospital


A year ago I fell in love with the functional ward

Of a chest hospital: square cubicles in a row

Plain concrete, wash basins—an art lover’s woe,

Not counting how the fellow in the next bed snored.

But nothing whatever is by love debarred,

The common and banal her heat can know.

The corridor led to a stairway below

Was the inexhaustible adventure of a gravelled yard.



This is what love does to things: the Rialto Bridge,

The main gate that was bent by a heavy lorry,

The seat at the back of a shed that was a suntrap.

Naming these things is the love-act and its pledge;

For we must record love’s mystery without claptrap,

Snatch out of time the passionate transitory.

PATRICK KAVANAUGH
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Love is one of the great mysteries of human experience. Religious traditions from every time and culture offer insights into the meaning of love. Though they sometimes look at love from different perspectives, they all acknowledge the essential role of love in our lives. As we consider the various experiences of human love, we will turn to the wisdom of these traditions for their insights.
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Love of Enemies

But I tell you who hear me: Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, and pray for those who mistreat you. If anyone hits you on one cheek, let him hit the other one too; if someone takes your coat, let him have your shirt as well. Give to everyone who asks you for something, and when someone takes what is yours, do not ask for it back. Do for others just what you want them to do for you.

If you love only the people who love you, why should you receive a blessing? Even sinners love those who love them! And if you do good only to those who do good to you, why should you receive a blessing? Even sinners do that! And if you lend only to those from whom you hope to get it back, why should you receive a blessing? Even sinners lend to sinners, to get back the same amount! No! Love your enemies and do good to them; lend and expect nothing back. You will then have a great reward, and you will be children of the Most High God. For he is good to the ungrateful and the wicked. Be merciful just as your Father is merciful.

LUKE 6:27–36
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You are the people of God; he loved you and chose you for his own. So then, you must clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness, and patience. Be tolerant with one another and forgive one another whenever any of you has a complaint against someone else. You must forgive one another just as the Lord has forgiven you. And to all these qualities add love, which binds all things together in perfect unity.

COLOSSIANS 3:12–14
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Dear friends, let us love one another, because love comes from God. Whoever loves is a child of God and knows God. Whoever does not love does not know God, for God is love. And God showed his love for us by sending his only Son into the world, so that we might have life through him. This is what love is: it is not that we have loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the means by which our sins are forgiven.

Dear friends, if this is how God loved us, then we should love one another. No one has ever seen God, but if we love one another, God lives in union with us, and his love is made perfect in us.

1 JOHN 4:7–11
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The Prophet


Then said Almitra, Speak to us of Love.

And he raised his head and looked upon

the people, and there fell stillness upon them.

And with a great voice he said:

When love beckons to you follow him,

Though his ways are hard and steep.

And when his wings enfold you yield to him,





Though the sword hidden among his pinions may wound you.

And when he speaks to you believe in him,

Though his voice may shatter your dreams as the north wind lays waste the garden.

For even as love crowns you so shall he crucify you.

Even as he is for your growth so is he for your pruning.

Even as he ascends to your height and caresses your tenderest branches that quiver in the sun,

So shall he descend to your roots and shake them in their clinging to the earth.

Like sheaves of corn he gathers you unto himself.

He threshes you to make you naked.

He sifts you to free you from your husks.

He grinds you to whiteness.

He kneads you until you are pliant;

And then he assigns you to his sacred fire, that you may become sacred bread for God’s sacred feast.

All these things shall love do unto you that you may know the secrets of your heart, and in that knowledge become a fragment of Life’s heart.

But if in your fear you would seek only love’s peace and love’s pleasure,

Then it is better for you that you cover your nakedness and pass out of love’s threshing-floor,

Into the seasonless world where you shall laugh, but not all of your laughter, and weep, but not all of your tears.

Love gives naught but itself and takes naught but from itself.

Love possesses not nor would it be possessed;

For love is sufficient unto love.

When you love you should not say, “God is in my heart,” but rather, “I am in the heart of God.”

And think not you can direct the course of love, for love, if it finds you worthy, directs your course.

Love has no other desire but to fulfill itself.

But if you love and must needs have desires, let these be your desires of love:

To melt and be like a running brook that sings its melody to the night.

To know the pain of too much tenderness.

To be wounded by your own understanding of love;

And to bleed willingly and joyfully.

To wake at dawn with a winged heart and give thanks for another day of loving;

To rest at the noon hour and meditate love’s ecstasy;

To return home at eventide with gratitude;

And then to sleep with a prayer for the beloved in your heart and a song of praise upon your lips.

KAHLIL GIBRAN,
 from The Prophet
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Prayer of St. Francis


Lord, make me an instrument of your peace:

where there is hatred, let me sow love

where there is injury, pardon;

where there is doubt, faith;

where there is despair, hope;

where there is darkness, light

and where there is sadness, joy;


O Divine Master, grant that I might not so much seek

to be consoled as to console,

to be understood as to understand,

to be loved as to love.

For it is in giving that we receive,

it is in pardoning that we are pardoned,

and it is in dying that we are born

to eternal life.
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There is one who sings the song of his soul, discovering in his soul everything—utter spiritual fulfillment.

There is one who sings the song of his people. Emerging from the private circle of his soul—not expansive enough, not yet tranquil—he strives for fierce heights, clinging to the entire community of Israel in tender love. Together with her, he sings her song, feels her anguish, delights in her hopes. He conceives profound insights into her past and her future, deftly probing the inwardness of her spirit with the wisdom of love.

Then there is one whose soul expands until it extends beyond the border of Israel, singing the song of humanity. In the glory of the entire human race, in the glory of the human form, his spirit spreads, aspiring to the goal of humankind, envisioning its consummation. From this spring of life, he draws all his deepest reflections, his searching, striving, and vision.

Then there is one who expands even further until he unites with all of existence, with all creatures, with all worlds, singing a song with them all.

There is one who ascends with all these songs in unison—the song of the soul, the song of the nation, the song of humanity, the song of the cosmos—resounding together, blending in harmony, circulating the sap of life, the sound of holy joy.

ABRAHAM ISAAC KOOK
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Jesus answered, “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ This is the greatest and the most important commandment. The second most important commandment is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as you love yourself.’ The whole Law of Moses and the teachings of the prophets depend on those two commandments.”

MATTHEW 22:37–40
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Set your hearts, then, on the more important gifts.

Best of all, however, is the following way.

I may be able to speak the languages of human beings and even of angels, but if I have no love, my speech is no more than a noisy gong or a clanging bell. I may have the gift of inspired preaching; I may have all knowledge and understand all secrets; I may have all the faith needed to move mountains—but if I have no love, I am nothing. I may give away everything I have, and even give up my body to be burned—but if I have no love, this does me no good.

Love is patient and kind; it is not jealous or conceited or proud; love is not ill-mannered or selfish or irritable; love does not keep a record of wrongs; love is not happy with evil, but is happy with the truth. Love never gives up; and its faith, hope, and patience never fail.

Love is eternal. There are inspired messages, but they are temporary; there are gifts of speaking in strange tongues, but they will cease; there is knowledge, but it will pass. For our gifts of knowledge and of inspired messages are only partial; but when what is perfect comes, then what is partial will disappear.


When I was a child, my speech, feelings, and thinking were all those of a child; now that I am an adult, I have no more use for childish ways. What we see now is like a dim image in a mirror; then we shall see face-to-face. That I know now is only partial; then it will be complete—as complete as God’s knowledge of me.

Meanwhile these three remain: faith, hope, and love; and the greatest of these is love.

1 CORINTHIANS 12:31–13:13








Chapter Two

Falling in Love/Young Love


Some say that the most beautiful thing on this dark earth is a cavalry regiment, some a battalion of infantry on the march, and some a fleet of long oars. But to me the fairest thing is when one is in love with someone else.

SAPPHO





One of life’s great mysteries is: How is it that two people fall in love? What is it that makes the stranger across the crowded room set a person’s heart aflutter? What happens to move two people, who have been in the ring’s opposite corners, suddenly to embrace rather than begin the fight? How do two young people remain staunch in their commitment despite strong familial and societal opposition? What happens to make the carefree, “I want no commitments,” person start thinking about being true to a love?

We humans are genetically programmed to mate. The survival of the species depends on a commitment from a male to care both for the mother and the child. For most of human history, and even today in some cultures, decisions on marriage and continuing the family line are based on concerns of the family and the culture. Love is not a priority, though it may be hoped that it will develop between the partners. Much of the romantic poetry from these cultures refers to someone other than a spouse.

Falling in love, at whatever age and no matter how many times, is a powerful example of how love moves us out of ourselves into a hoped-for union with another. Despite all the obstacles, falling in love is wonderful. It’s also a roller-coaster ride of ups and downs, moments of certainty assailed by periodic concerns, putting yourself on the line with the hope, often with little evidence, that the other feels the same about you.

Sometimes our own insecurities short-circuit a romance. Though we have a glimpse of the possibilities of a lifetime of love with another, we can’t bring ourselves to move that far out of our own ego’s needs. We betray love.

Other times, we discover that the object of our affection while seeming to love us cannot, or will not, make a commitment. Our love is betrayed.

The happy ending to our romantic encounter seems to come when we agree to grow together in love. Of course, it’s not a real ending. It’s the beginning of the possibility of discovering what true love is all about and how it enriches our lives. Our love is real.

 

Some of the great literary classics are stories of the lengths a lover will go in order to win the heart, and hopefully the hand, of a beloved. Romances are bestsellers. The poetry, sayings, and stories in this chapter capture the highs and the lows of romantic love and the optimism of the human spirit in our pursuit of love.

The splendor works its magic.
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Memories of childhood crushes remind us that love is possible at an early age. Someone outside of us and outside of our family assumed a critical role in our lives. Preschool, kindergarten, and grade school crushes are initial skirmishes in the game of love.
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Brown Penny


I whispered, “I am too young,”

And then, “I am old enough”

Wherefore I threw a penny

To find out if I might love.

“Go and love, go and love, young man,

If the lady be young and fair.”

Ah, penny, brown penny, brown penny,

I am looped in the loops of her hair.




O love is the crooked thing,

There is nobody wise enough

To find out all that is in it,

For he would be thinking of love

Till the stars had run away

And the shadows eaten the moon.

Ah, penny, brown penny, brown penny,

One cannot begin it too soon.

W. B. YEATS
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“Obsolescent,” said Sister Alphonse Mary, a young nun with the serene loveliness of an ivory statue. The year was 1942.

“Obsolescent, O-B-S-O-L-E-S-C-E-N-T, obsolescent,” volunteered the boy. “It means out of date, as in the P-thirty-eight fighter plane is obsolescent.”

The class groaned as if someone on the other team had made a free throw. They were weary of Mike Casey’s preoccupation with the war.

But none of them had a father in the jungles of Guadalcanal.

“Or,” he added brightly, “as in spelling bees are obsolescent.”

The class laughed. Mike Casey could always get a quick laugh from them, even if they did not like him.

“That will do,” S’ter said sternly. Much of S’ter’s energy was devoted to restraining her impulses to laugh at the seventh grade several times every hour.

“We’ll let you try enervate, Anne Marie.” She turned to the other side of the crowded classroom, where Mike’s last opponent was standing.

Loud cheers for the other side. First and goal.

“That is if your noisy supporters will give you a chance to spell it.”

It was an old battle. For the last two years Anne Marie O’Brien and Michael Casey had been the finalists in every contest in the class—and education in St. Ursula’s was mostly a contest.

Mike always won.

And Anne Marie despised him.

“It means wear out or tire,” said the little girl with the long, black hair and blazing gray eyes and the first hints of a woman’s body, “as in contests with Michael Casey enervate me.”

The class howled, as they did at every joke at Mike’s expense. He was too smart, he worked too hard, and his family was reputed to be rich.

Anne Marie they worshiped. They had little choice. The alternative, doing battle with her strong will and wild anger, was terrifying. “That little O’Brien girl is going to grow up to be a black Irish beauty,” Mike’s aunt Katie had said, “and she’ll have the temper to go with it.”

“No personalities, Anne Marie.” S’ter did not even try to hide her own laughter. “Stop stalling.”

Sister Alphonse Mary was the only one who dared to challenge Anne Marie and hope to get away with it.

“Yes, S’ter, stop stalling, S-T-O-P, one word, S-T…”

More merriment from the seventh grade. But not this time from S’ter.

“I’ll disqualify you, young woman,” she warned stiffly, a referee giving a last warning before throwing a player out of the game.

“Sorry, S’ter.” Anne Marie was contrite. Only S’ter received apologies from the reigning monarch of the seventh grade. “Enervate,” she said smiling appealingly. “E-N-N-E-R-V-A-T-E, enervate?”

She was uncertain. Mike knew he’d won. When Anne Marie lost her confidence she was finished, like the Japs would be once they began to lose the war.

“One more chance.” Sister Alphonse Mary was as solemn as King Solomon preparing to cut the baby in two. She liked Anne Marie and found Mike a trial. But unlike many of the other nuns at St. Ursula, she played no favorites.

“E-N-N-A-R-V-A-T-E?”

S’ter pounded the hand bell, a nun’s badge of office and the gong of defeat for Anne Marie. “If you spell it right, Michael, you win.”

His heart beat rapidly with the thrill of victory, as though he were fighting Japs at the edge of Henderson Field. He loved victory over Anne Marie, who was the Monstress of Mongo from the Flash Gordon comic strip.

“I believe that Anne had it right the first time except for two n’s,” he said.

“I’m the teacher, Michael,” S’ter said impatiently, “just spell it for us.”

“E-N-E-R-V-A-T-E.” He trailed out the letters, savoring his triumph and the frustrated rage on his opponent’s pretty, elfin face.

“Michael Casey wins again.” S’ter pounded her bell three times.

The class booed.

“That will be quite enough, class, unless you want to spend your Christmas vacation doing homework.”


The class settled down promptly, like soldiers when a top sergeant came into the barracks. S’ter Alphonse Mary was pure poison when you made her mad.

They had many reasons for not liking Mike. Because his uncle, Monsignor Quinlan, was the Cardinal’s secretary, the priests made a fuss over him. His mother and father were separated—“divorced,” many parents said in hushed whispers. His father was rumored to be a “Communist and an alcoholic.” His mother was running her family’s manufacturing business, making parts for B-17s; most people in St. Ursula’s did not think it was right for a woman to preside over a factory, despite the fact that she did so for “the war effort.” She rode in a chauffeur-driven LaSalle with a “C” gasoline ration sticker. Even if Mike had not earned himself the reputation of being a “walking encyclopedia” in his first week in school after he and his mother had moved into St. Ursula’s, the other things would have caught up anyway.

He pretended it did not matter, that he did not need friends, that he did not mind the envy of his classmates, that their taunts did not hurt him. But they did hurt. His mother often said, as though discussing a physical handicap, “Michael is so sensitive, just like his father.”

He retreated into a dreamworld of books, radio programs, and war reports and looked forward eagerly to escaping from St. Ursula’s to the seminary, where he could begin his studies for the priesthood.

Anne Marie walked back to her seat, her mouth a razor-thin line. She whispered a very vulgar word as she walked by his desk. The girls around her giggled.

“What’s going on back there?” S’ter thundered.

“He called me a name, S’ter.” Anne Marie was outraged innocence.

The daughter of Judge Larry O’Brien, Anne Marie came from a family whose Catholicism and political clout—which were virtually the same thing—were unquestioned on the West Side of Chicago. She was pretty, she was fun, she was popular.

And she received special sympathy from the nuns because her two sisters had died in a school fire.

“Did you, Michael?”

Sister Alphonse Mary was familiar with Anne Marie’s tricks. Yet she would show no preference either for the daughter of a politically powerful judge or the son of a rich divorcée with her own war plant.


“No, S’ter, I’m going to be a priest. I don’t use vulgar language.”

The class groaned.

“We are well aware of that,” said the nun. “It’s not necessary to remind us. We will talk about this after school. Both of you will remain when class is dismissed. I do not want to hear another word out of either of you. Do you understand?”

“Yes, S’ter,” they responded in a meek duet.

 

The nun was not eager to begin the conversation after school. She busied herself with record keeping while the two of them sat anxiously at their desks, Mike in the second seat of the third row, near the chart with the stars after the names of those who went to Mass every day, and Anne Marie at the back of the second row, under the pictures of the Holy Land that S’ter used for her Advent lessons.

Mike opened his geography book and began to read about copper mining in Chile. Copper was essential to the war effort. He had heard his mother say on the phone one Saturday that she didn’t care how much it cost or where they bought it, she had to have more copper.

No one in St. Ursula’s ever mentioned his father’s dispatches, which appeared almost every night on the front page of the Chicago Daily News with the dateline “Henderson Field, Guadalcanal.” The Japs were closing in. Some experts felt that Henderson Field would fall soon. The Marines were virtually cut off.

Yet his father’s stories were lighthearted and cheerful, much like the handsome reporter himself, though Mike could hardly remember what “Patrick M. Casey” looked like. His mother never mentioned him, not even when he won the Pulitzer Prize for his stories about the war in New Guinea.

She did read his dispatches every night, however. Even when his uncle, a dapper little man in clerical vest and French cuffs, would visit them and assure her that the “annulment” was “coming along.”

Michael tried to explain at first to his classmates the difference between an “annulment” and a “divorce.” They were not interested.

He looked nervously at his watch. If S’ter kept them too long, his mother would be home before he was and would worry about him. Whenever he seemed to do something wrong, she worried that “Casey blood” might turn him into an alcoholic.

He would also miss Don Winslow of the Navy; Jack Armstrong, the All-American Boy; and maybe Little Orphan Annie. And if his mother was angry at him, she might forbid him to listen to The Lone Ranger after supper. She often said that he read too much and that, instead of being glued to the radio, he should become friends “with the other boys your age.”

From the corner of his eye he watched Anne Marie; she was fidgeting like a tiger in a circus cage. With loud sighs and noisy pen scratching, she pretended to be busy at work on an arithmetic problem.

An hour passed. S’ter worked implacably at her records. The seat of his desk was as uncomfortable as a concrete slab. The minute hand dragged itself slowly around the clock.

Anne Marie caught him looking at her. She made an ugly face and turned away in disgust.

“Daydreaming again, miss?” S’ter demanded. “Making up those silly romantic stories of yours?”

“No, S’ter,” she said.

“Yes, S’ter, is what you mean. Leave your dreamworld and return to your arithmetic, if you please.”

“Yes, S’ter.”

Anne made up stories too. Wasn’t that strange? He thought he was the only one in class who lived in a dreamworld.

The Monstress of Mongo. Mike hated her with single-minded fury. She was everything he wanted to be, popular, brave, athletic, a leader.

Even though he was tall, he was clumsy and useless at sports. And his mother wouldn’t let him play football for fear he would hurt himself. His health was “delicate,” just as his disposition was “sensitive.” He broke his finger playing softball and missed a week of school.

Anne Marie had fractured a collarbone during a game against the eighth-grade volleyball team from Tower of Ivory parish and had not shed a tear. Two days later she was back on the team, playing with a cast.

“Just sitting there?” S’ter looked up at them in mock surprise. “Make yourselves useful. Erase the blackboard and clean the erasers. Get on with it.”

Under other circumstances it would be a sign of favor to help Sister Alphonse Mary after class. Now it compounded their disgrace. It was also a sign that they were in very serious trouble. A long wait and then the erasers were invariably a prelude to a severe tongue-lashing.


It might be easier, Mike thought, to be fighting Japs at Henderson Field.

Quietly they erased the boards and gathered armfuls of erasers to take outside.

Anne Marie stuck out her tongue at him.

Monstress.

“Going out without your wraps? Too busy with your sinful fighting to notice that it’s December? We had the spelling bee because it’s the last day of school before Christmas, don’t you remember that?”

“Yes, S’ter, no, S’ter,” they said in unison again. Mike was afraid that they had the words in the wrong order and that would infuriate Sister Alphonse Mary even more.

“Do you want both your mothers to complain about my ruining your health? Put on your coats this minute.”

“No, S’ter, yes, S’ter.” This time they had said it right.

Suddenly Mike felt very angry. He had done nothing wrong. His only offense was to win a spelling bee. It would be unmanly, a Casey-like weakness, to lose to placate Anne Marie. She had caused all the trouble and he was being punished for it.

Worse than Ming’s daughter.

Outside the wind was bitter. Mike shivered as he pounded the erasers against one another, sending clouds of chalk dust floating like frozen mist over the snow piles at the edge of the school yard.

“If you tell her it was me, sissy, I’ll make you pay….”

Mike wanted to smash her nasty little head between the erasers.

Of course he wouldn’t tell. To do anything to hurt a woman was unmanly.

The threat of a winter storm was still on S’ter’s face when they returned to the classroom.

“Take off your coats and come up here to the front of the room. Now, then,” she began when the two of the them were standing side by side in front of her desk, heads bowed before the solemn bar of justice. “I think everyone knows that Michael does not use vulgar language. He is invariably courteous to women.”

“I-N-V-A-R-I-A-B-L-Y,” said Anne Marie, a hint of her most winning smile flashing across her piquant face.

“That will do, miss. You lost the spelling bee, as I remember?”

“Yes, S’ter,” she said contritely, but her tiny hands were clutched in fury.


“Do you like Michael?”

The girl was thrown off-balance. And Michael wished the floor would disappear beneath him.

“What…what do you mean, S’ter?”

“You know very well what I mean, miss.”

“Well”—she hesitated—“Mickey would be kind of cute if he wasn’t such an overgrown sissy and a stuck-up mama’s boy.”

“Indeed,” Sister Alphonse Mary sniffed indignantly.

The Casey in him took charge. “Annie would be the prettiest girl in the class, S’ter, if she didn’t have a mouth like a Marine.”

The nun didn’t even bother to try to hide her laughter. But Anne Marie flushed in embarrassed anger.

“That will do,” said S’ter, more to herself than to them. She sighed and then tried again. “Eventually this terrible war is going to be over and our country and our Church are going to change. We will need bright and attractive young people like you. But you will have to give up your apparently incorrigible Irish propensity to fight with your own. Do you understand?”

“Yes, S’ter,” they said politely, though they did not.

The young nun sighed again. “Can’t you understand, Anne, that Michael’s father is in a place where his life is in danger every moment? Can’t you have some sympathy for that?”

“He ran away because he was a drunk.” Anne Marie’s voice raced like the Burlington Zephyr rushing by a crossing gate. “And his grandmother killed his grandfather and his aunt Kate is a Communist.”

Sister Alphonse Mary tapped her pencil on the spotlessly clean blotter of her desk. She stared at Anne Marie as though she were watching a spider crawl across a wall. Mike noticed the look S’ter gave her and thought, You know she’s a Monstress too.

In the silence, Mike heard the ticking clock, the voices of some boys in the school yard (a world far away), and his own breathing.

“You may be the most vicious human being I have ever known,” S’ter said quietly. “Apologize to Michael.”

“I apologize, Michael,” she said crisply, “for being the most vicious human being S’ter has ever known.”

“She doesn’t mean it,” he flared back.

“So you are capable of anger?” The nun considered him curiously. “Accept her apology anyway.”


“Yes, S’ter. I accept your apology, Anne Marie…”

“Fine,” said Sister Alphonse Mary.

“…the same way you made it,” he finished.

“You are both impossible.” The nun pushed her pencil away impatiently. “You will suffer greatly for your stubbornness. Very well, I give up on you. You may go home now. And I hope you will find time to reflect on Christmas Day about what the Christ Child must think of both of you.”

“Yes, S’ter,” they said.

They left the school by separate doors. Mike glanced at his watch. His mother would be home now.

But at least he would not miss Jack Armstrong, the All-American Boy.

He hummed the program’s theme song, “Wave the flag for Hudson High boy,” as he sloshed through the snow in the fading light on the long and lonely walk to his family’s house on the Oak Park side of the parish, one more thing about which he was teased.

Mike took it for granted that he would always be lonely. He was the kind of person no one seemed to like—too smart, too clumsy, too sensitive.

Since he was a little boy, adults had warned him that he would not amount to much unless he changed. And as long as he could remember, children his own age had reacted to him the way the seventh-graders at St. Ursula’s had. He would have been astonished if his classmates had welcomed him when his mother moved into the parish, to be near the plant and to flee from the bitter memories of the old house in Lake Forest. A few laughs at his quips and then the same old dislike.

It would stop when he was dead.

 

As he crossed Mayfield Avenue the first snowball banged into the back of his head. Surprised and unprepared, he turned around and was hit in the face. His attackers had been hiding behind bushes and trees. They came at him from all directions, pelting him with snowballs, some of them rock hard. Instinctively he threw up his hands to protect his face. Someone tackled him. He crashed into a bank of freshly shoveled snow. They formed a tight ring around him and continued to throw snowballs, like Indians attacking covered wagons. Then two of them held him in the snowbank while another, Joe Kelly, repeatedly shoved globs of snow against his face, into his mouth, up his nose. He did not fight back. His mother told him that fighting was unmanly.

“Wash his face clean,” shouted Anne Marie, who was lurking behind the boys in the darkness. “Priests ought to have nice clean faces.”

The snow burned his skin. Tears of humiliation and rage poured down his face.

“Cry baby, cry,” Anne Marie taunted him. “Go home to Momma and cry for her.”

They circled around him for a final barrage of snowballs, then slipped away into the winter night.

Mike lay in the snowbank, panting. Then, slowly, he struggled to a sitting position, wiping the melting snow from his face and coughing to clear his throat. He would miss Jack Armstrong now, a world in which good people won instead of lost. Someday he would show them all. He might even be a monsignor like his uncle. Then they would respect him.

But for now there would be loneliness, misery, pain.

Why couldn’t he be on Guadalcanal with his father?

“Enervated?” Anne Marie was standing under the streetlight at the corner of Mayfield and Potomac, savoring her triumph.

“One n,” he muttered.

“And your father’s a drunk,” she spit at him.

Deep inside Mike Casey something churned and then tore loose. He sprang from his sitting position and tackled her, dragging her into the snowbank with him. They rolled over in the snow. She slipped away like a squirming goldfish and tried to run. He grabbed her again. She fought back, kicking, clawing, biting. They tumbled into the bank, struggling like two wounded animals in the pale glow of the streetlight. She clawed his face with her fingernails.

“Explain that to your bitch of a mother,” she said, trying to shove her knee into his groin.

All the anger of Mike’s life fused inside him and became a white fire like that of an acetylene torch.

He hit her in the stomach, once and then again. She folded up like a summer deck chair in a windstorm and collapsed into the snow. He pinned her against the ground with one hand and raised a massive handful of snow above her head.

Then in the faint light of the streetlamp, he looked into her flaming gray eyes and saw himself.

His pain and loneliness and misery in her eyes. How could that be? What was she doing with his feelings? Why would she feel that no one liked her either? Such terrible pain, much worse than his. Why?

She was not afraid of the wet snow, she didn’t care about that. Yet, she was afraid.

Just as he had always been afraid.

She must see herself in his eyes just as he saw himself in hers. They shared even the surprise of discovering their own reflections.

Their pains merged, one loneliness, one fear, one despair over worthlessness.

Mike lowered the hand that held the lump of snow.

And time ground to a halt, like a streetcar lurching to a stop for a red light. The rest of the world drifted lazily away. There was only Anne Marie and Michael. And the snowbank and the pale illumination of the streetlight.

They were no longer two persons but one, united by their agony and then by something that went far beyond agony. Michael/Anne Marie or Anne Marie/Michael…wrapped up together like two infants in a thick winter blanket, a warm protective envelope of peace and then joy.

He wanted to kiss her and knew that she wanted to be kissed. He was afraid to touch her lips, as he would be afraid to profane the chalice a priest used at Mass. She was wonderful, beautiful, and terrifying. So he touched her face with a wet glove. She smiled gratefully.

When, later in life, he tried to analyze what happened on that shortest day of the year in 1942, he often asked whether it was merely blossoming sexuality. His intellect, trained to probe and suspect all human emotion, could never explain the merging of the two persons at the foot of the old-fashioned streetlight. But, whatever it was, it was not just sex, not as sex is normally understood.

Something much less.

Or much more.

Slowly the warmth disappeared, like a spectacular summer sunset at the end of a day when vanilla-ice-cream clouds had chased one another across the sky above a lake, leaving only two seventh-graders who would never be quite the same.

Mike helped Anne Marie up and brushed the snow off her coat.

“I really deserved to have my face washed,” she said.

There seemed to be nothing for him to say.

“It isn’t a very deep scratch.” She touched his face and caused a lingering trace of the joy to flicker briefly inside him. “Wash it off as soon as you get home so it doesn’t get infected. Your mother won’t even notice.”

And no need to say anything.

He picked up her briefcase, dusted off the snow, and gave it to her.

“If you hurry, you won’t be late for supper….” Her need to talk was as strong as his need not to talk.

Anne Marie sounded like a mother, not his mother, not her mother, but someone’s mother.

She turned to walk down Mayfield toward the O’Brien house, halfway along the block to Division Street.

Then she faced him again, buried her chin on her chest, and murmured, “Sorry…”

She ran away rapidly, as though someone were chasing her.

Mike found his voice. “Don’t fall, it will enervate you….”

He strode home briskly with cheerful music playing in his head, Christmas music. It did not matter that he had missed Jack Armstrong, the All-American Boy.

As long as there was one other person in the world who hurt as badly as he hurt, he was not alone. Life was filled with promise and possibility.

ANDREW M. GREELEY,
 from Angels of September
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All love is sweet

Given or returned. Common as light is love,

And its familiar voice wearies not ever…

They who inspire it most are fortunate,

As I am now; but those who feel it most

Are happier still.

PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY,
 from Prometheus Unbound
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Now That You Have Come


Now that you have come,

dancing into

my life

a guest in a closed room—

to welcome you, love longed for so long,

I lack the words, the voice,

and I am happy just in silence by your side.




The chirping that deafens the woods

at dawn, stills

when the sun leaps to the horizon.




But my unrest sought you,

when, as a boy,

on summer nights I came

stifled to the window:

for I didn’t know, and it worried my heart.

And yours are all the words

that came, like water brimming over,

unbidden to my lips,

the desert hours, when childishly

my adult lips rose

alone, longing for a kiss…

CANILLO STARBARO
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She Remembers, Does He?

It was never much of a romance. He was Prince Charming in the first-grade elocution recital. He was very cute. Did she like him then? She’s not sure. Her most vivid memory was being Jill and wishing she could be Cinderella. The boy who was Jack kissed her during dress rehearsal. She was not pleased.

They were in the same room for eight years. When she was in fourth grade, her mother went to a Ladies’ Society meeting. His mother told someone, “This is my future daughter-in-law’s mother.” The daughter blushed at that. She liked him then. She wondered what made his mother say that.

In sixth grade they had their first boy-girl party. He walked her there and back home. A first date for both. No kissing games at that party or at any they had over the next three years. By the end of seventh grade she had a wandering eye for some of the other boys in their grade. Many of the other girls had eyes for him. What were his feelings? She never knew.

You could go to the eighth-grade dance with a date or alone. She went on a date. He went alone although there were several girls wishing he would ask them. One even suggested to her that if he should ask her she should say no. A few weeks later he asked her if he could walk her home from the party the Mother’s Club was giving for the class next week. She said yes. They went for ice cream after the party. She never told anyone about the invite.

They went to single-sex high schools but saw each other at parish teen functions. In freshman year, he invited her to a party for their friend’s parents’ anniversary. At her school, sophomores finally got a chance to go to the big fall dance. The acceptable time to ask a date was three weeks before the event. On that day, she asked him. He gave her a funny look and said someone else had asked him a week before. She was surprised. She hadn’t known during those early years that this girl had any interest in him.

Only then did she learn from some other girls in their grade-school class about the party during the summer after graduation. A friend of this girl, who sometimes came to their parties though she did not go to their school, had a party. All the others in their group were invited. No one even told her about it. That hurt. She suspected that the party was meant to ensure the girl’s chances to pique his interest. Did it? Only he knew if it did.

A few weeks after the dance, he took her to a movie. On Valentine’s Day, she got a card signed with his name. She was never sure if he sent it or if some of the girls had done it, waiting for her to say something so they could laugh at her. She never told them nor did she thank him. What if he hadn’t sent it? They both would be embarrassed.

And that was the end of the not much of a romance. She dated different people, went to proms, and had crushes. He dated others and went to proms. Did guys have crushes? She didn’t know. They were still part of the neighborhood group and somewhat friendly but a bit ill at ease with each other.

They went to different commuter colleges. After graduation, she married the man she met in senior year of high school. He and some of the others from the grammar school crowd were at the wedding. He married a woman from another neighborhood some years after that. They moved to a different city. She thinks she probably saw them at their fifteen- or twenty-year class reunion. Again, she’s not sure.

She didn’t make their next reunion, the forty-fifth. Her husband was dying. A few years later she and her daughter attended a conference in the city where he lived. His wife, whom she had never met and who probably never knew about this “not much of a romance,” was at the conference. Since they had mutual friends and his wife would know that she was in her husband’s class, she introduced herself and her daughter. She liked his wife. As they talked about their families and lifestyles, she was pleasantly surprised at how similar their values were.

He came to the dinner on the last night of the conference. If his wife hadn’t been there to introduce them, they probably would have passed each other by without a second glance. Neither one recognized the other. She hadn’t realized she had changed that much.

They had a pleasant dinner conversation. He didn’t remember many of the incidents she recalled about their class. She suspects he probably doesn’t remember that time when they didn’t have much of a romance.

When she does think of it, she smiles. All the angst of preteen and teenage romance makes a wonderful story to tell her children and grandchildren.

MARY G. DURKIN
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The Spinning-Wheel Song


Mellow the moonlight to shine is beginning;

Close by the window young Eileen is spinning;

Bent o’er the fire, her blind grandmother, sitting,

Is croaning, and moaning, and drowsily knitting,—

“Eileen, a chora, I hear someone tapping.”

“’Tis the ivy, dear mother, against the glass flapping.”

“Eileen, I surely hear somebody sighing.”

“’Tis the sound, mother dear, of the summer wind dying.”




Merrily, cheerily, noisily whirring,

Swings the wheel, spins the wheel while the foot’s stirring;

Sprightly, and lightly, and airily ringing,

Thrills the sweet voice of the young maiden singing.




“What’s that noise I hear at the window, I wonder?”

“’Tis the little birds chirping the holly-bush under.”

“What makes you be shoving and moving your stool on,

And singing all wrong that old song of ‘The Coolun’?”

There’s a form at the casement, the form of her true-love;

And he whispers, with face bent, “I’m waiting for you, love;

Get up on the stool, through the lattice step lightly,

We’ll rove in the grove while the moon’s shining brightly.”




Merrily, cheerily, noisily whirring,

Swings the wheel, spins the wheel while the foot’s stirring;

Sprightly, and lightly, and airily ringing,

Thrills the sweet voice of the young maiden singing.

The maid shakes her head, on her lip lays her fingers,

Steals up from her seat,—longs to go, and yet lingers;

A frightened glance turns to her drowsy grandmother,

Puts one foot on the stool, spins the wheel with the other.


Lazily, easily swings now the wheel round;

Slowly and lowly is heard now the reel’s sound;

Noiseless and light to the lattice above her

The maid steps,—then leaps to the arms of her lover.


Slower—and slower—and slower the wheel swings;

Lower—and lower—and lower the reel rings;

Ere the reel and the wheel stop their ringing and moving,

Through the grove the young lovers by moonlight are roving.

JOHN FRANCIS WALLER,
 from Irish Love Poems: Danta Gra
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Love’s Young Dream


The days are gone, when beauty bright

My heart’s chain wove;

When my dream of life, from morn till night

Was love still love.


New hope may bloom,

And days may come,

Of milder, calmer beam;

But there’s nothing half so sweet in life

As love’s young dream.

THOMAS MOORE,
 from Irish Love Poems: Danta Gra
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We are never prepared for either the ecstasy or agony of falling in love. Questions about ourselves and about the one we love quickly bring us down from the initial walking-on-air feeling of falling in love. The desire to be with our beloved all of the time and the reality of our individual lives cause us to rile at the unfairness of life. Uncertainty about the beloved’s true feelings surface. Concerns arise about our ability to make a commitment to follow our avowed desire to be with the other all of the time. No one ever said falling in love is easy. However, they do say that it is wonderful!

[image: image]

Love’s Philosophy


The fountains mingle with the river,

And the rivers with the ocean,

The winds of heaven mix for ever

With a sweet emotion;

Nothing in the world is single,

All things by a law divine

In one another’s being mingle—

Why not I with thine?

See the mountains kiss high heaven,

And the waves clasp one another;

No sister-flower would be forgiven

If it disdain’d its brother;

And the sunlight clasps the earth,

And the moonbeams kiss the sea—

What are all these kissings worth,

If thou kiss not me?

PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY
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Go from Me


Go from me. Yet I feel that I shall stand

Henceforward in thy shadow. Nevermore

Alone upon the threshold of my door

Of individual life, I shall command

The uses of my soul, nor lift my hand

Serenely in the sunshine as before,

Without the sense of that which I forebore—

Thy touch upon the palm. The widest land

Doom takes to part us, leaves thy heart in mine

With pulses that beat double. What I do

And what I dream include thee, as the wine

Must taste of its own grapes. And when I sue

God for myself, He hears that name of thine,

And sees within my eyes the tears of two.

ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING,
 No. VI of Sonnets from the Portuguese
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Absence diminishes weak passions and increases great ones, as the wind blows out candles and fans fires.

FRANÇOIS DE LA ROCHEFOUCAULD
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Meeting at Night


The gray sea and the long black land;

And the yellow half-moon large and low;

And the startled little waves that leap

In fiery ringlets from their sleep,

As I gain the cove with a pushing prow,

And quench it speed in the slushy sand.


Then a mile of warm sea-scented beach;

Three fields to cross till a farm appears;

A tap at the pane, the quick sharp scratch

And a blue spurt of a lighted match,

And a voice less loud, through its joys and fears,

Than the two hearts beating each to each.

ROBERT BROWNING
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Go heart, hurt with adversity,

And let my lady thy wounds see!

And tell her this, as I tell thee:

Farewell my joy, and welcome pain,

Until I see my lady again.

ANONYMOUS
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To cheat oneself out of love is the most terrible deception; it is an eternal loss for which there is no reparation, either in time or in eternity.

SÖREN KIERKEGAARD
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The Wife of Bath’s Tale


When good King Arthur ruled in ancient days

(A king that every Briton loves to praise)

This was a land brim-full of fairy folk.

The Elf-Queen and her courtiers joined and broke

Their elfin dance on many a green mead,

Or so was the opinion once, I read,

Hundreds of years ago, in days of yore.

But no one now sees fairies any more.

For now the saintly charity and prayer

Of holy friars seem to have purged the air;

They search the countryside through field and stream

As thick as motes that speckle a sun-beam,

Blessing the halls, the chambers, kitchens, bowers,

Cities and boroughs, castles, courts and towers,

Thorpes, barns and stables, outhouses and dairies,

And that’s the reason why there are no fairies.

Wherever there was wont to walk an elf

To-day there walks the holy friar himself

As evening falls or when the daylight springs,

Saying his matins and his holy things,

Walking his limit round from town to town.

Women can now go safely up and down


By every bush or under every tree;

There is no other incubus but he,

So there is really no one else to hurt you

And he will do no more than take your virtue.

Now it so happened, I began to say,

Long, long ago in good King Arthur’s day,

There was a knight who was a lusty liver.

One day as he came riding from the river

He saw a maiden walking all forlorn

Ahead of him, alone as she was born.

And of that maiden, spite of all she said,

By very force he took her maidenhead.

This act of violence made such a stir,

So much petitioning to the king for her,

That he condemned the knight to lose his head

By course of law. He was as good as dead

(It seems that then the statutes took that view)

But that the queen, and other ladies too,

Implored the king to exercise his grace

So ceaselessly, he gave the queen the case

And granted her his life, and she could choose

Whether to show him mercy or refuse.

The queen returned him thanks with all her might,

And then she sent a summons to the knight

At her convenience, and expressed her will:

“You stand, for such is the position still,

In no way certain of your life,” said she,

“Yet you shall live if you can answer me:

What is the thing that women most desire?

Beware the axe and say as I require.

“If you can’t answer on the moment, though,

I will concede you this: you are to go

A twelvemonth and a day to seek and learn

Sufficient answer, then you shall return.

I shall take gages from you to extort

Surrender of your body to the court.”

Sad was the knight and sorrowfully sighed,

But there! All other choices were denied,

And in the end he chose to go away

And to return after a year and day


Armed with such answer as there might be sent

To him by God. He took his leave and went.

He knocked at every house, searched every place,

Yes, anywhere that offered hope of grace.

What could it be that women wanted most?

But all the same he never touched a coast,

Country or town in which there seemed to be

Any two people willing to agree.



Some said that women wanted wealth and treasure,

“Honour,” said some, some “Jollity and pleasure,”

Some “Gorgeous clothes” and others “Fun in bed,”

“To be oft widowed and remarried,” said

Others again, and some that what most mattered

Was that we should be cosseted and flattered.

That’s very near the truth, it seems to me;

A man can win us best with flattery.

To dance attendance on us, make a fuss,

Ensnares us all, the best and worst of us.

Some say the things we most desire are these:

Freedom to do exactly as we please,

With no one to reprove our faults and lies,

Rather to have one call us good and wise,

Truly there’s not a woman in ten score

Who has a fault, and someone rubs the sore,

But she will kick if what he says is true;

You try it out and you will find so too.

However vicious we may be within

We like to be thought wise and void of sin.

Others assert we women find it sweet

When we are thought dependable, discreet

And secret, firm of purpose and controlled,

Never betraying things that we are told.

But that’s not worth the handle of a rake;

Women conceal a thing? For Heaven’s sake!

Remember Midas? Will you hear the tale?

Among some other little things, now stale,

Ovid relates that under his long hair

The unhappy Midas grew a splendid pair


Of ass’s ears; as subtly as he might,

He kept his foul deformity from sight;

Save for his wife, there was not one that knew.

He loved her best, and trusted in her too.

He begged her not to tell a living creature

That he possessed so horrible a feature.

And she—she swore, were all the world to win,

She would not do such villainy and sin

As saddle her husband with so foul a name;

Besides to speak would be to share the shame.

Nevertheless she thought she would have died

Keeping this secret bottled up inside;

It seemed to swell her heart and she, no doubt,

Thought it was on the point of bursting out.

Fearing to speak of it to woman or man,

Down to a reedy marsh she quickly ran

And reached the sedge. Her heart was all on fire

And, as a bittern bumbles in the mire,

She whispered to the water, near the ground,

“Betray me not, O water, with thy sound!

To thee alone I tell it: it appears

My husband has a pair of ass’s ears!

Ah! My heart’s well again the secret’s out!

I could no longer keep it, not a doubt.”

And so you see, although we may hold fast

A little while, it must come out at last,

We can’t keep secrets; as for Midas, well,

Read Ovid for his story; he will tell.

This knight that I am telling you about

Perceived at last he never would find out

What it could be that women loved the best.

Faint was the soul within his sorrowful breast,

As home he went, he dared no longer stay;

His year was up and now it was the day.

As he rode home in a dejected mood

Suddenly, at the margin of a wood,

He saw a dance upon the leafy floor

Of four and twenty ladies, nay, and more.

Eagerly he approached, in hope to learn

Some words of wisdom ere he should return;


But lo! Before he came to where they were,

Dancers and dance all vanished into air!

There wasn’t a living creature to be seen

Save one old woman crouched upon the green.

A fouler-looking creature I suppose

Could scarcely be imagined. She arose

And said, “Sir knight, there’s no way on from here.

Tell me what you are looking for, my dear,

For peradventure that were best for you;

We old, old women know a thing or two.

“Dear Mother,” said the knight, “alack the day!

I am as good as dead if I can’t say

What thing it is that women most desire;

If you could tell me I would pay your hire.”

“Give me your hand,” she said, “and swear to do

Whatever I shall next require of you

If so to do should lie within your might—

And you shall know the answer before night.”

“Upon my honour,” he answered, “I agree.”

“Then,” said the crone, “I dare to guarantee

Your life is safe; I shall make good my claim.

Upon my life the queen will say the same.

Show me the very proudest of them all

In costly coverchief or jewelled caul

That dare say no to what I have to teach.

Let us go forward without further speech.”

And then she crooned her gospel in his ear

And told him to be glad and not to fear.

They came to court. This knight, in full array,

Stood forth and said “O Queen, I’ve kept my day

And kept my word and have an answer ready.”

There sat the noble matrons and the heady

Young girls, and widows too, that have the grace

Of wisdom, all assembled in that place,

And there the queen herself was throned to hear

And judge his answer. Then the knight drew near

And silence was commanded through the hall.

The queen gave order he should tell them all

What thing it was that women wanted most.

He stood not silent like a beast or post,


But gave his answers with the ringing word

Of a man’s voice and the assembly heard:

“My liege and lady, in general,” said he,

“A woman wants the self-same sovereignty

Over her husband as over her lover,

And master him; he must not be above her.

This is your greatest wish, whether you kill

Or spare me; please yourself. I wait your will.”

In all the court not one that shook her head

Or contradicted what the knight had said;

Maid, wife and widow cried, “He’s saved his life!”

And on the word up started the old wife,

The one the knight saw sitting on the green,

And cried, “Your mercy, sovereign lady queen!

Before the court disperses, do me right!

’Twas I who taught this answer to the knight,

For which he swore and pledged his honour to it,

That the first thing I asked of him he’d do it,

So far as it should lie within his might.

Before this court I ask you then, sir knight,

To keep your word and take me for your wife;

For well you know that I have saved your life.

If this be false, deny it on your sword!”

“Alas!” he said, “Old lady, by the Lord

I know indeed that such was my behest,

But for God’s love think of a new request,

Take all my goods, but leave my body free.”

“A curse on us,” she said “if I agree!

I may be foul, I may be poor and old,

Yet will not choose to be, for all the gold

That’s bedded in the earth or lies above,

Less than your wife nay, than your very love!”

“My love?” said he. “By heaven, my damnation!

Alas that any of my race and station

Should ever make so foul a misalliance!”

Yet in the end his pleading and defiance

All went for nothing, he was forced to wed.

He takes his ancient wife and goes to bed.

Now peradventure some may well suspect




A lack of care in me since I neglect

To tell of the rejoicing and display

Made at the feast upon their wedding-day.

I have but a short answer to let fall;

I say there was no joy or feast at all,

Nothing but heaviness of heart and sorrow.

He married her in private on the morrow

And all day long stayed hidden like an owl,

It was such torture that his wife looked foul.

Great as the anguish churning in his head

When he and she were piloted to bed;

He wallowed back and forth in desperate style.

His ancient wife lay smiling all the while;

At last she said, “Bless us! Is this, my dear,

How knights and wives get on together here?

Are these the laws of good King Arthur’s house?

Are knights of his all so contemptuous?

I am your own beloved and your wife,

And I am she, indeed that saved your life;

And certainly I never did you wrong.

Then why, this first of nights, so sad a song?

You’re carrying on as if you were half-witted.

Say, for God’s love, what sin have I committed?

I’ll put things right if you will tell me how.”

“Put right?” he cried. “That never can be now!

Nothing can ever be put right again!

You’re old, and so abominably plain,

So poor to start with, so low-bred to follow;

It’s little wonder if I twist and wallow!

God, that my heart would burst within my breast!”

“Is that,” said she, “the cause of your unrest?”

“Yes, certainly,” he said, “and can you wonder?”

“I could set right what you suppose a blunder,

That’s if I cared to, in a day or two,

If I were shown more courtesy by you.

Just now,” she said, “you spoke of gentle birth,

Such as descends from ancient wealth and worth.

If that’s the claim you make for gentlemen

Such arrogance is hardly worth a hen.


Whoever loves to work for virtuous ends,

Public and private, and who most intends

To do what deeds of gentleness he can,

Take him to be the greatest gentleman.

Christ wills we take our gentleness from Him,

Not from a wealth of ancestry long dim,

Though they bequeath their whole establishment

By which we claim to be of high descent.

Our fathers cannot make us a bequest

Of all those virtues that became them best

And earned for them the name of gentlemen,

But bade us follow them as best we can.”

Thus the wise poet of the Florentines,

Dante by name, has written in these lines,

For such is the opinion Dante launches:

“Seldom arises by these slender branches

Prowess of men, for it is God, no less,

Wills us to claim of Him our gentleness.”

For of our parents nothing can we claim

Save temporal things, and these may hurt and maim.

“But everyone knows this as well as I;

For if gentility were implanted by

The natural course of lineage down the line,

Public or private, could it cease to shine

In doing the fair work of gentle deed?

No vice or villainy could then bear seed.

“Take fire and carry it to the darkest house

Between this kingdom and the Caucasus,

And shut the doors on it and leave it there,

It will burn on, and it will burn as fair

As if ten thousand men were there to see,

For fire will keep its nature and degree,

I can assure you, sir, until it dies.

“But gentleness, as you will recognize,

Is not annexed in nature to possessions.

Men fail in living up to their professions;

But fire never ceases to be fire.

God knows you’ll often find, if you enquire,

Some lording full of villainy and shame.


If you would be esteemed for the mere name

Of having been by birth a gentleman

And stemming from some virtuous noble clan,

And do not live yourself by gentle deed

Or take your father’s noble code and creed,

You are no gentleman, though duke or earl.

Vice and bad manners are what make a churl.

“Gentility is only the renown

For bounty that your fathers handed down,

Quite foreign to your person, not your own;

Gentility must come from God alone.

That we are gentle comes to us by grace

And by no means is it bequeathed with place.

“Reflect how noble (says Valerius)

Was Tullius surnamed Hostilius,

Who rose from poverty to nobleness.

And read Boethius, Seneca no less,

Thus they express themselves and are agreed:

“Gentle is he that does a gentle deed.”

And therefore, my dear husband, I conclude

that even if my ancestors were rude,

Yet God on high—and so I hope He will—

Can grant me grace to live in virtue still,

A gentlewoman only when beginning

To live in virtue and to shrink from sinning.

“As for my poverty which you reprove,

Almighty God Himself in whom we move,

Believe and have our being, chose a life

Of poverty, and every man or wife

Nay, every child can see our Heavenly King

Would never stoop to choose a shameful thing.

No shame in poverty if the heart is gay,

As Seneca and all the learned say.

He who accepts his poverty unhurt

I’d say is rich although he lacked a shirt.

But truly poor are they who whine and fret

And covet what they cannot hope to get.

And he that, having nothing, covets not,

Is rich though you may think he is a sot.


“True poverty can find a song to sing.

Juvenal says a pleasant little thing:

“The poor can dance and sing in the relief

Of having nothing that will tempt a thief.”

Though it be hateful, poverty is good,

A great incentive to a livelihood,

And a great help to our capacity

For wisdom, if accepted patiently.

Poverty is, though wanting in estate,

A kind of wealth that none calumniate.

Poverty often, when the heart is lowly,

Brings one to God and teaches what is holy,

Gives knowledge of oneself and even lends

A glass by which to see one’s truest friends.

And since it’s no offence, let me be plain;

Do not rebuke my poverty again.

“Lastly you taxed me, sir, with being old.

Yet even if you never had been told

By ancient books you gentlemen engage,

Yourselves in honour to respect old age.

To call an old man ‘father’ shows good breeding,

And this could be supported from my reading.

“You say I’m old and fouler than a fen.

You need not fear to be a cuckold then.

Filth and old age, I’m sure you will agree,

Are powerful wardens over chastity.

Nevertheless, well knowing your delights,

I shall fulfil your worldly appetites.

“You have two choices; which one will you try?

To have me old and ugly till I die,

But still a loyal, true and humble wife

That never will displease you all her life,

Or would you rather I were young and pretty

And chance your arm what happens in a city

Where friends will visit you because of me,

Yes and in other places too maybe.

Which would you have? The choice is all your own.”

The knight thought long, and with a piteous groan

At last he said, with all the care in life,


“My lady and my love, my dearest wife,

I leave the matter to your wise decision.

You make the choice yourself, for the provision

Of what may be agreeable and rich

In honour to us both, I don’t care which;

Whatever pleases you suffices me.”

“And have I won the mastery?” said she,

“Since I’m to choose and rule as I think fit?”

“Certainly, wife,” he answered her, “that’s it.”

“Kiss me,” she cried. “No quarrels! On my oath

And word of honour, you shall find me both,

That is, both fair and faithful as a wife;

May I go howling mad and take my life

Unless I prove to be as good and true

As ever wife was since the world was new!

And if to-morrow when the sun’s above

I seem less fair than any lady-love.

Than any queen or empress east or west,

Do with my life and death as you think best.

Cast up the curtain, husband. Look at me!”

And when indeed the knight had looked to see,

Lo, she was young and lovely, rich in charms.

In ecstasy he caught her in his arms.

His heart went bathing in a bath of blisses

And melted in a hundred thousand kisses,

And she responded in the fullest measure

With all that could delight or give him pleasure.

So they lived ever after to the end

In perfect bliss; and may Christ Jesus send

Us husbands meek and young and fresh in bed,

And grace to overbid them when we wed.

And—Jesus hear my prayer!—cut short the lives

Of those who won’t be governed by their wives;

And all old angry niggards of their pence,

God send them soon a very pestilence!

CHAUCER,
 from The Canterbury Tales
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When Love Is Kind


When Love is kind,

Cheerful and free,

Love’s sure to find

Welcome from me.

But when love brings

Heartache or pang,

Tears, and such things—

Love may go hang!



If Love can sigh

For one alone,

Well pleased am I

To be that one.



But should I see

Love given to rove

To two or three,

Then—good-by, Love!



Love must in short,

Keep fond and true,

Through good report,

And evil too.



Else, here I swear,

Young Love may go,

For aught I care—

To Jericho.

THOMAS MOORE
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Lovers moved to poetry often turn to nature’s delights to speak of what cannot be conveyed in prose. Flowers—especially roses—the seasons of the year, and mysterious landscapes conjure up images of how a lover would like to while away the hours with his or her beloved.
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A White Rose


The red rose whispers of passion,

And the white rose breathes of love;

O, the red rose is a falcon,

And the white rose is a dove.



But I send you a cream-white rosebud

with a flush upon its petal tips;

For the love that is purest and sweetest

Has a kiss of desire on the lips.

JOHN BOYLE O’REILLY,
 from Irish Love Poems: Danta Gra
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A Red, Red Rose


O my Luve’s like a red, red rose

That’s newly sprung in June:

O my Luve’s like the melodie

That’s sweetly play’d in tune—



As fair art thou, my bonnie lass,

So deep in luve am I:

And I will luve thee still, my Dear,

Till a’ the seas gang dry—



Till a’ the seas gang dry, my Dear,

And the rocks melt wi’ the sun;

I will luve thee still, my Dear,

while the sands o’ life shall run—



And fare thee weel, my only Luve!

And fare thee weel a while!

And I will come again, my Luve,

Tho’ it were ten thousand mile!

ROBERT BURNS,
 from A Selection of Scots Songs
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To Celia


Drink to me only with thine eyes,

And I will pledge with mine;

Or leave a kiss but in the cup,

And I’ll not look for wine.

The thirst that from the soul doth rise

Doth ask a drink divine:

But might I of Jove’s nectar sup,

I would not change for thine.


I sent thee late a rosy wreath,

Not so much honoring thee,

As giving it a hope, that there

It could not withered be.

But thou thereon didst only breathe,

And sent’st it back to me:

Since when it grows, and smells, I swear,

Not of itself, but thee.

BEN JONSON
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Maytime


The aged winter fled away

Before the bugles of the May,—

And love, dear love, arose.

But when spring’s glory goes

The lilacs of our love shall stay,

For ever Maytime sweet and gay,—

Until the lilacs close

Beneath the deathly snows.

from In Praise of Japanese Love Poems
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To His Love


Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?

Thou art more lovely and more temperate;

Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May,

And summer’s lease hath all too short a date:


Sometime too hot the eye of heaven shines,

And often in his gold complexion dimmed:

And every fair from fair sometime declines,

By chance, or nature’s changing course, untrimmed.

But thy eternal summer shall not fade

Nor lose possession of that fair thou owest;

Nor shall death brag thou wanderest in his shade,

When in eternal lines to time thou growest.

So long as men can breathe or eyes can see,

So long lives this, and this gives life to thee.

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE



[image: image]

The Passionate Shepherd
 To His Love


Come live with me and be my love,

And we will all the pleasures prove

That hills and valleys dale and field,

And all the craggy mountains yield.



There will we sit upon the rocks

And see the shepherds feed their flocks,

By shallow rivers, to whose falls

Melodious birds sing madrigals.



There will I make thee beds of roses

And a thousand fragrant posies;

A cap of flowers, and a kirtle

Embroidered all with leaves of myrtle.



A gown made of the finest wool,

Which from our pretty lambs we pull,

Fair lined slippers for the cold,

With buckles of the purest gold.



A belt of straw and ivy buds

With coral clasps and amber studs;

And if these pleasures may thee move,

Come live with me and be my love.



The shepherd swains shall dance and sing

For thy delight each May-morning;

If these delights thy mind may move,

Then live with me and be my love.

CHRISTOPHER MARLOWE
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Little privations are easily endured when the heart is better treated than the body.

ROUSSEAU
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At times external obstacles interfere with the course of true love. Lovers want to shout, “It’s not fair.” Their ecstasy is muted by the need to face certain realities. They experience the first challenge to the strength of their love. When they overcome the obstacle, they discover their love has deepened.
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Savitri

{India}

In ancient India there was a beautiful, pious, and uncommonly wise princess named Savitri. As she grew into a woman, her father, King Ashvapati, despaired that she would never marry and produce an heir. For Savitri was more interested in philosophical questions than in any of the young princes who visited her as suitors. Her interest was not in wealth, jewels, or power, but in spiritual things. At that time kings usually chose husbands for their daughters, but Savitri was so wise that the king decided to allow her to choose her own husband.

To her father’s surprise Savitri asked to choose her husband from among the holy men, not the wealthy princes. Her father was at first very shocked. But then Savitri explained that her choice would be a holy man of princely rank. Ashvapati was so relieved that his daughter at last was interested in a husband that he readily gave his consent.

Savitri donned the costume of a holy hermit, a sadhu, and traveled throughout the land. Everywhere that she went people were moved by her beauty of face and soul, her charity, piety, and great wisdom. Indeed, she was absent so long that her father was growing worried about her. But the reports of Savitri’s good deeds poured in from throughout the realm. Even the holy hermits were impressed by her wisdom for one so young.

When Savitri finally returned to her father’s palace, she gave alms to the poor gathered at the gate. There was much excitement in the palace as Ashvapati and his adviser, the sage Narada, went to greet her at the gate. This was contrary to custom; the king never met any visitor at the gate.

Savitri announced that she had chosen a husband. There was a king who was completely blind and who had lost his kingdom, having been deposed by an evil usurper who took advantage of the king’s blindness. This king had a son named Satyavant (“Truth-seeker”) who had gone to live among the sadhus until the throne was restored. Savitri explained that only Satyavant, who had lived as a holy hermit, could rule wisely and understand the plight of the poor. Having lived a life of poverty, Satyavant alone could see through the illusions and judge the people fairly. But even as she spoke of Satyavant, Narada grew sad. The sage turned to her and said, “My child, all that you say is true, but you cannot marry him. It is ordained that Satyavant will die within a year of your wedding.”

King Ashvapati, hitherto thrilled that Savitri was about to marry, was distraught. Satyavant certainly sounded like a perfect son-in-law, but he could not bear to see his beloved daughter widowed so young. Moreover, Satyavant might die before Savitri could produce an heir. With a deep sigh Ashvapati told Savitri that she must not marry her chosen prince.

But Savitri was wise and persuaded her father to give his blessing; it was better to be married for love even if just for one year. Whether or not Satyavant was to die, she was in love with him and no other. Savitri said that she was prepared for whatever the gods had ordained. Ashvapati granted her wish.

Ashvapati had just begun to plan a royal wedding with great feasts, but Savitri insisted that she marry in the style of the holy hermits, not of wealthy rulers. Luxury, she pointed out, was only an illusion. Again, Ashvapati granted her request.

Savitri went out into the forest among the sadhus and there she and Satyavant were married, clad in the robes of simple hermits. She shared her husband’s contemplative life on the edge of the great forest, the deepest, darkest forest in the world. She never told Satyavant of his foretold death. As she gave alms to the poor, people would say, “May you never know widowhood,” and the tears would stream down Savitri’s face. As the first year of their marriage drew to a close, Savitri prayed to the gods to give her the strength to protect her husband.

On the very eve of their first anniversary, Satyavant asked Savitri to accompany him into the deep forest to cut wood. As they walked into the ever-thickening woods, the animals knew of Satyavant’s imminent death, and fled. The little birds sang their best songs, thinking that this might be the last sound Satyavant heard. They proceeded farther and farther into the forest, where it was so thick that one could not see the sunlight. They walked on, Satyavant with his ax over his shoulder and Savitri at his side.

Then Satyavant began to chop down a great tree. Suddenly he dropped his ax and turned white. He was in horrible pain and he told Savitri that it felt as if his head were being pierced by a thousand needles [a cerebral hemorrhage?]. Darkness clouded his eyes and he fell to the ground barely breathing.

At that moment Savitri heard the footsteps of a stranger approaching. This stranger had dark blue skin and red eyes—he was no stranger; it was Yama, the lord of the dead. Nonetheless Savitri asked the “stranger” to identify himself. “You know who I am,” said Yama. “You also know why I am here.” Yama took his cord and wrenched the soul of Satyavant from the body. As Yama turned around to take the soul to his kingdom, Savitri fell on the ground in his path.

Yama told her that it was useless; Satyavant’s time had come as the gods had ordained. But Savitri pleaded with him, and Yama asked her politely to get out of his way. Then Savitri rose to her feet and began to follow Yama to the Underworld.

Yama told her to turn back; this was the land of the dead, not the living. It was now Savitri’s duty to be a good wife and see to it that the funeral rites were properly performed, not to detain Yama from his mission. Yama, who is often thought of as heartless and cruel, can be compassionate. Often he will take the souls of very sick people to free them from their suffering. The lord of the dead was touched by Savitri’s insistence.

Yama said, “Your love for your husband is very great and so is your courage; I will grant you one wish.” Savitri replied, “Restore the kingdom to Satyavant’s father.” Yama told her, “It is done. Now return to the living, Savitri.”

But Savitri would not turn back. She was so close to the gates of Yama’s kingdom that the sky was not black and she could hear the snarling of the four-headed dog that guards the gate to the dead.* No mortal had ever come this close to the land of Yama.

“Please turn back now!” ordered Yama. “No living mortal can ever enter my kingdom!” Savitri told Yama that she would not leave her husband for any reason. Yama begged her once more to turn back, but she refused. Yama then said that no man had ever entered his kingdom; Savitri, always wise, responded that she was no man, but a woman. Yama was now impressed by her wisdom as by her courage, and he offered her a second wish. “Restore the life of my husband.” Yama granted this wish, saying, “It is already done—now go back and you will find Satyavant, not dead but sleeping.”

Before Savitri turned back, Yama told her, “Just one more thing—my blessing goes with you always. You have learned the wisdom of the gods. No woman could ever have followed me alive to the very door of my kingdom if the gods were not on her side. Your wish and more will be granted you, for you know that love is stronger than death; love is the power that Yama cannot defy. Return to where you left Satyavant and live well.”

She walked back to the glade where Satyavant lay, not dead, but sleeping as Yama had promised. She kissed him and his eyes opened. He told Savitri that he had a strange dream wherein Yama had carried his soul away, but Savitri’s love had rescued it. Savitri laughed and told him to forget this silly dream. It was not until many years later that she told him that this story was no dream; it had actually happened.

As they left the deep forest, messengers came to Satyavant with wonderful news: His father was restored to the throne. In fact, the old king had regained his sight as soon as he sat on his rightful throne! The young couple ran to the palace and Satyavant’s father was delighted to see his son for the first time in years, and to lay eyes on his beautiful daughter-in-law. Something inside the heart of the old king told him that Savitri had brought this reversal of fortune to pass.

from Parallel Myths
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Where love is concerned, too much is not even enough.

PIERRE-AUGUSTIN CARON DE BEAUMARCHAIS
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Ollantay And Cusicollur


(Note: This love story became the basis of a famous sixteenth-century Peruvian play that is still performed.)



Ollantay was an honest, just, and brave warrior, faithful to the emperor, or Inca. However, he broke one of the most important laws of Tahuantisuyo (the Inca Empire) by falling in love with the beautiful Cusicollur, the Inca’s daughter. Cusicollur loved Ollantay as well and the two went secretly to a kindly old priest to be married.

The old priest listened to them sympathetically, but sadly replied that a commoner could never marry a daughter of the Inca, a descendant of Inti or Viracocha the sun-god. In fact, were he to marry them, the old priest himself could lose his life. Cusicollur told the priest that it was not a sin for her to marry Ollantay; rather it was a greater sin to keep them apart.

Sometime later, Cusicollur learned that she was pregnant. She told her father and he sent her away to live with the priestesses of the sun, where no man may ever go, not even the Inca himself. There she gave birth to a beautiful little daughter named Yma Sumac, which means “very beautiful.” The child was taken from her to be raised in a separate part of the temple. Meanwhile, the great Inca pronounced a death sentence on Ollantay.

The Inca’s troops pursued Ollantay and his men into a valley, where Ollantay’s men soundly defeated the pursuers. However, the Inca’s general, Rumanahui waited for Ollantay’s warriors to fall asleep. Then Rumanahui opened the gates and his warriors took Ollantay and all his men prisoner. Ollantay himself was bound with ropes to be taken to Cuzco, capital of the empire, for execution.

On the journey to Cuzco a messenger ran to Rumanahui with the news that the old Inca had died and his son Tupac Yupanqui,* Cusicollur’s brother, was now ruler of Tahuantisuyo. Ollantay was a boyhood friend of the new emperor; perhaps there was still hope.

At Cuzco, Tupac Yupanqui awaited Ollantay and looked very sad. “My father, dear friend the great Inca Pachacutec, ordered your execution and there is nothing I can do but carry it out. But, since you are my friend I will allow you to speak.”

Ollantay told the emperor that he understood the law and his friend’s duty to carry it out. But he was not a traitor to the emperor; the law was a traitor to love. This law had kept apart two people who loved each other and even had a child together. He could never love anyone but Cusicollur. Then he told the emperor, “The gods, not men, decide who falls in love with whom.” Thus, it was the will of the gods that he and Cusicollur marry. Even though the new Inca was a god himself, he could not stop the power of love.

Tupac Yupanqui was deeply moved by these words. Today he is still remembered as one of the wisest and most compassionate of all the Incas. He revoked the death sentence on Ollantay, convinced that this was the will of the gods. Tupac Yupanqui then ordered Cusicollur and Yma Sumac brought to the palace. Ollantay and Cusicollur were married, and Ollantay became the Inca’s chief general and adviser.

from Parallel Myths
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Few people dare now to say that two beings have fallen in love because they looked at each other. Yet it is this way that love begins, and in this way only. The rest is only the rest, and comes afterwards.

VICTOR HUGO,
 from Les Misérables
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The Rainbow Bridge

In a certain part of the Southwest there is a deep, wide canyon, so big that you could put a city into it and no one would ever notice. One village lies on the south rim of this canyon, another village on the north. Because the canyon is so wide, it takes many days of riding a good horse to get from one side to the other. You have to go up and down the cliffs, over rocks, across a big river, and through many miles of forest.

A beautiful girl once lived along the south rim. She’d fallen in love with a boy from the north rim whom she’d met at a fair. She knew he loved her, too, so she decided to visit him, but her parents said no. She dreamed of his handsome face, his merry eyes, and the way he rode a horse. I want to marry that boy, she said to herself. I will be miserable if I don’t.

Over in his village, the boy was thinking about the girl every moment of the day. He wanted to visit her, but his parents said it was too far. All he could do was dream of her beautiful dark eyes and hair and how she dressed in a calico skirt and moccasins. He remembered the way she laughed and how stars twinkled in her eyes. She was the only girl he ever truly thought about.

So the girl and boy only saw each other in their sueños, their dreams. They talked to each other on the wind, which carried messages back and forth, from his village to hers. Finally the girl decided to find the boy, no matter what her parents said. She called to him on el viento, telling him she was coming. It was a long way across, and she wondered what route to take. She couldn’t climb down the steep, rocky walls of the canyon and pick her way through the wilderness. It was too dangerous. She got on her fine old caballo, who had been her friend since she was a little girl, and started riding along the rim, not sure of the way. She’d never traveled very far from home, and she was frightened. Through cactus and forest she went, over slick rock and sagebrush. Hacía mucho calor. She rode on. When she got to the edge of the canyon, where it levels off, she looked ahead. There were still miles and miles to go. She was very tired and she had eaten all her food. In her canteen, she had only a few drops of water left. Far away, on the north rim of the canyon, she heard the boy calling to her on the wind. He said he was waiting. What was she to do?

All at once it started raining, hard enough that the girl got off her horse and sat under an árbol and waited for the storm to pass. When it did, she looked up and saw a rainbow stretching all the way from her side of the canyon to his! She clapped her hands with joy and mounted her horse. The rainbow looked like a bridge! She galloped toward it, the horse’s hooves barely touching the ground. She wasn’t even tired anymore.

The rainbow waited for the girl to come, trying to keep its colors as solid as it could. The rainbow became strong enough for the girl and the horse to ride across without falling through. When she slid off the rainbow at the other end, the boy was waiting, He took the girl in his arms and kissed her. She kissed him back.

“Yo te quiero,” he said. “And I love the rainbow, too, for bringing you to me.” They went to his village together, and there they were married. They were happy together, watching rainbows form.

Now, whenever young people see a rainbow in the sky, they wonder if it might be solid enough to ride a horse across. Then again, it might not hold them up at all. Maybe all a person needs is to believe that rainbows can turn into bridges whenever someone really needs them to.

NANCY WOOD,
 from The Girl Who Loved Coyotes:
 Stories of the Southwest
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Love comforteth like sunshine after rain.

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE
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At a certain point, new lovers know their love is real and will survive. The initial anxieties lessen and they are free to enjoy the wonder of their love. The walking on air no longer seems dangerous. They hold each other up with their pledge of love.
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The New England Shore


At the foot of those mountings

Where the fountings does flow,

No amusement intended,

Where the pleasant winds blow.

There I spied a fair damsel,

She’s the girl I adore,

And it’s you I will marry

On this New England shore.



So that her old parents

Came this far to hear.

They said they would part her

From her darling so dear.

They gathered an army

Of twenty or more,

To fight this young soldier

On the New England shore.



He drew out his broadsword

And he waved it around,

’Til seven out of twenty

Lay dead on the ground.

Three more he wounded,

And he wounded quite sore.

He gained this fair lady

On the New England shore.



She wrote her love a letter,

And she wrote it quite sad.

No amusement intended,

To make his heart glad.

She cries, “Come back, my dear Dewill,

It is you I adore.”

OKEFENOKEE SWAMP YARNS,
 from Storytellers:
 Folktales & Legends from the South
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My Mistress’ Eyes


My mistress’ eyes are nothing like the sun;

Coral is far more red than her lips’ red:

If snow be white, why then her breasts are dun;

If hairs be wires, black wires grow on her head.

I have seen roses damasked, red and white,

But no such roses see I in her cheeks;

And in some perfumes is there more delight

Than in the breath that from my mistress reeks.

I love to hear her speak, yet well I know

That music hath a far more pleasing sound:

I grant I never saw a goddess go,—

My mistress, when she walks, treads on the ground.

And yet, by heaven, I think my love as rare

As any she belied with false compare.

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE
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Simply Love

…Tentative sticking of heads out windows pushed up only to be pulled down. It is not warm yet, even if the sun is shining and the streets are dry. City sanitation trucks sprinkling pavements. Kids at stick ball competing with traffic. Marbles and tops, penny whistles, chalk on sidewalks, jumping ropes. Passers-by duck and dodge handballs against stoops. Children think it’s warmer than it is, running like they do.

Joyce is not the only one to brew sassafras tea, but it’s hard to find sassafras bark in Harlem. You might have to have somebody mail you a bundle from home. Earliest breath of spring, when the sunrise is bright, landladies open their front doors first things in the morning to air out the house, bright and early in the day, first thing. Joyce’s big old fat landlady, still in her kimono, is sweeping out the vestibule and sweeping off the front stoop before breakfast when she almost drops her broom in a amazement as she turns to see a man come running down the steps inside. Mr. Simple!

“What are you doing, coming out of my house at seven-eight o’clock A.M.?”

“Coming out is all,” I says.

“Mr. Simple, this is a decent house.” She pauses. “Was you in there all night?”

“I were.”

“This is the first time!…Or is it?…I am surprised at you! And doubly surprised at Joyce Lane.”

“She is Joyce Lane no longer, madam.”

“What?”

“She is Mrs. Simple now. March has turned to June—we got married yesterday.”

“Ooh-ooo-oo-o!” she strangles.

“You could have knocked that old landlady down with a feather. She looked more surprised than you do.”

“You can knock me down with a feather, too,” I exclaimed. “Do you mean to tell me you jumped the gun and got married before the wedding—in March instead of June?”

“We did. Joyce and I did. And it feels like something I never done before.”

“But I thought you were going to have a church wedding?”

“We were. But the feeling just overcome us early. So we went down to City Hall and rushed the season. We can get married again in a church any time we want to, when we get the dough.”

“But what about the engraved invitations? What about the bridal gown she’s having made? What about the relatives coming from down South for the ceremony? And what about the cake?”

“Man, that is where I was going this morning, to Cushman’s to buy a cake when that big old fat landlady stopped me. Old landlady was so surprised she invited me right back in the house to call Joyce to come down and have hot cakes with her. She said, ‘I’ll make you your first cakes.’

“So the landlady fixed our wedding breakfast. It were fine. But she asked to see my license first just to be sure I were not there under false pretenses. Then she said it was O.K. that I had stayed upstairs last night.”

“Well, friend, I still want to know, what about my dark-blue suit I was buying especially for the wedding, since you said I was going to be your best man?”

“You can wear it to our house to dinner. The invitations, the relatives, the cake, your suit, Joyce with a veil on—I asked her this morning, Baby will you miss all them things? Are you mad or glad?”

“Joyce says, ‘Glad, Jess, glad.’”

“What happened was I took my first week’s salary that I received back on the job and bought the license. I were not taking no chances of being laid off again before the wedding happened. Only thing is, buddy, I did not know where to find you yesterday morning to stand up with me, it being Saturday. We just picked out a couple of strangers who was down at City Hall getting married, too. They was our best people. And we was theirs. They were white. But we did not care, and they did not care. They stood up with us and we stood up with them. That white man were my best man, and I was his.

“We was all so happy when it was over that that white couple hauled off and kissed my bride, and I hauled off and kissed his. I did not think anything like that would ever happen—kissing white folks, and they kissing me. But it did—in New York—which is why I like this town where everybody is free, white, and twenty-one, including me.”

“What about the wedding rings?”

“Me and Joyce is going to pick out the rings Monday.”

“What about F.D. and Gloria, who were going to get married with you?”

“F.D. is grown. He can get married by his self. Joyce and me will stand up with him if he wants us to. But I will write that boy and tell him I could not wait. F.D. is young and got plenty of time. His memory don’t go back no further than Sarah Vaughan—never heard of Ma Rainey. Besides he’s on the baseball team, which will keep him busy pitching till June.”


“Well, I did not have a chance to give that bachelor’s party for you, which I regret.”

“It would be no use to give it now because I have ceased from this day on to be a drinking man,” said Simple, “so you’ll save your money. Not that Joyce cares too much about me drinking, but I plans to respect what little objections she do have. She will never see me high again. And Zarita will never see me at all. Zarita has done cried, and wished me well, and is thinking about getting married herself—which is one more reason not to drink—with her off my mind.”

“But can’t I even buy you a beer in celebration of the occasion?”

“One—providing you got a stick of chlorophyll chewing gum about you.”

“Hypocrite.”

“Just kidding,” said Simple. “But all kidding aside—and thanks for the beer—I am a new man. I intends to act like a new man, and therefore be a new man. I will only drink in moderation—which means small glasses—from now on. And this spring I will down as much sassafras tea as I will beer, if not more. What Joyce likes, I like. What she do, I do. Same as in the Bible—‘Whither she goeth, I goeth’—even to concerts and teas.”

“You are indeed a changed man,” I said. “It’s simply amazing.”

“Simply heavenly,” said Simple. “Love is as near heaven as a man gets on this earth.”

LANGSTON HUGHES,
 from The Best of Simple
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In our time the destiny of man presents its meaning in political terms.

THOMAS MANN
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Politics


How can I, that girl standing there,

My attention fix

On Roman or on Russian

Or on Spanish politics?

Yet here’s a travelled man that knows

What he talks about



And there’s a politician

That has read and thought,

And maybe what they say is true

Of war and war’s alarms,

But O that I were young again

And held her in my arms!

W. B. YEATS
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A Drinking Song


Wine comes in at the mouth

And love comes in at the eye;

That’s all we shall know for truth

Before we grow old and die.

I lift the glass to my mouth,

I look at you, and I sigh.

W. B. YEATS
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My true love hath my heart, and I have his,

By just exchange, one for the other given.

I hold his dear, and mine he cannot miss:

There never was a better bargain driven.

My true love hath my heart, and I have his.



His heart in me, keeps me and him in one,

My heart in him, his thoughts and senses guides:

He loves my heart, for once it was his own:

I cherish his, because in me it bides…

My true love hath my heart, and I have his.

SIR PHILIP SIDNEY,
 from The Countess of Pembroke’s Arcadia
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