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THE HARD HOURS
For my sons
, J
ASON
and
A
DAM

               Were is that lawhing and that song

               That trayling and that proude gong
,

                  Tho havekes and tho houndes?

                        Al that joye is went away,

                        That wele is comen to weylaway,

                  To manye harde stoundes.


A HILL
In Italy, where this sort of thing can occur,

I had a vision once—though you understand

It was nothing at all like Dante’s, or the visions of saints,

And perhaps not a vision at all. I was with some friends,

Picking my way through a warm sunlit piazza

In the early morning. A clear fretwork of shadows

From huge umbrellas littered the pavement and made

A sort of lucent shallows in which was moored

A small navy of carts. Books, coins, old maps,

Cheap landscapes and ugly religious prints

Were all on sale. The colors and noise

Like the flying hands were gestures of exultation,

So that even the bargaining

Rose to the ear like a voluble godliness.

And then, when it happened, the noises suddenly stopped,

And it got darker; pushcarts and people dissolved

And even the great Farnese Palace itself

Was gone, for all its marble; in its place

Was a hill, mole-colored and bare. It was very cold,

Close to freezing, with a promise of snow.

The trees were like old ironwork gathered for scrap

Outside a factory wall. There was no wind,

And the only sound for a while was the little click

Of ice as it broke in the mud under my feet.

I saw a piece of ribbon snagged on a hedge,

But no other sign of life. And then I heard

What seemed the crack of a rifle. A hunter, I guessed;

At least I was not alone. But just after that

Came the soft and papery crash

Of a great branch somewhere unseen falling to earth.


And that was all, except for the cold and silence

That promised to last forever, like the hill.


Then prices came through, and fingers, and I was restored

To the sunlight and my friends. But for more than a week

I was scared by the plain bitterness of what I had seen.

All this happened about ten years ago,

And it hasn’t troubled me since, but at last, today,

I remembered that hill; it lies just to the left

Of the road north of Poughkeepsie; and as a boy

I stood before it for hours in wintertime.


THIRD AVENUE IN SUNLIGHT
Third Avenue in sunlight. Nature’s error.

Already the bars are filled and John is there.

Beneath a plentiful lady over the mirror

He tilts his glass in the mild mahogany air.


I think of him when he first got out of college,

Serious, thin, unlikely to succeed;

For several months he hung around the Village,

Boldly T-shirted, unfettered but unfreed.


Now he confides to a stranger, “I was first scout,

And kept my glimmers peeled till after dark.

Our outfit had as its sign a bloody knout,

We met behind the museum in Central Park.


Of course, we were kids.” But still those savages,

War-painted, a flap of leather at the loins,

File silently against him. Hostages

Are never taken. One summer, in Des Moines,
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