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 for Stacey Harwood 




INTRODUCTION





To write a journal in verse, not only for personal pleasure but for public consumption, is to turn a journalistic form—the daily dispatch from the front—into a poetic one. Writing The Evening Sun I sometimes felt as if I were creating a poetry newspaper that my father could read on the subway ride home from the office if my father were still alive and people still depended on the afternoon paper for late scores and early market returns. I was (and still am) inspired by the idea of journalism in this double sense. On the one hand, I could keep in mind models of poetry journals on the order of A. R. Ammons’s Tape for the Turn of the Year . On the other hand, I had worked in journalism for a period of years, and though I could never quite overcome the feeling that I was impersonating a journalist, something must have rubbed off, because there is an element of reportage in at least some of these poems and the emphasis is very deliberately on communication.

Like The Daily Mirror, its predecessor, The Evening Sun consists of 150 of the poems I wrote after embarking on the project of writing a poem a day. I’d had so much fun with The Daily Mirror that I didn’t want to give up the habit when I turned in the manuscript in January 1999. The new poems I was writing quickly persuaded me that a sequel covering the turn of the century was under way. The image of “the evening sun” recurred before I realized how apt a title it made, completing a night-and-day symmetry and evoking (as The Daily Mirror had done) a defunct New York newspaper, in this case the New York Sun . As a result of mergers the Sun survived in my childhood as the New York World Telegram & Sun , which was in fact my father’s afternoon paper until it died, a casualty of either a calamitous newspaper strike or the hegemony of the new media as Marshall McLuhan understood it.

I am aware of raising several other echoes with my title. A James Schuyler poem called “Song” in his book The Morning of the Poem begins with these evocative lines: “The light lies layered in the leaves. / Trees, and trees, more trees. / A cloud boy brings the evening paper: / The Evening Sun . It sets.” As I type these words Jo Stafford is singing “St. Louis Blues,” which protests the setting of the sun. If a melancholy note creeps into these pages it’s because I, too, hate to see that evening sun go down.

There is nothing random about the selection of poems. I chose these 150 because I felt they were the best poems in the best order and formed a unity greater than the sum of its parts. The chief conceit is that the twelve months of the year correspond to the twelve chapters of a book. Accordingly we move with the circular logic of the seasons from New Year’s Day to the day presidents are inaugurated, from St. Valentine’s Day to the opening day of baseball season, from Hurricane Floyd in September 1999 to an October 2000 presidential debate between two candidates here identified as “Gush” and “Bore” and from Halloween and the changing of the clocks back to New Year’s Eve. There is plenty of time for personal obsessions to emerge along the way, and the recurrent subjects here include the movies in general, Hitchcock in particular, the style and implications of noir, the fortunes of the New York Mets and Knicks, love, sex, jazz, art, the stock market, the twentieth century, World War II, the 1960s, my son Joe, Hamlet, Wallace Stevens, and the city of New York. Most of these poems were written in New York, some in Ithaca, New York, some in Bennington, Vermont, and some on the road in hotel rooms or friends’ houses in Houston, Tulsa, Savannah, Chicago, Boston, the Napa Valley, Vienna, Los Angeles, Paris, Miami, and Paterson, New Jersey.






JANUARY 1





When Joe was five he didn’t say I’m hungry


he said I feel the hungriness and later that late August day


the hottest in years he gathered the fallen leaves


and pasted them back on the trees I felt like that


today like Joe at five or the tourist in paradise whose


visa has expired the revolution has begun the junta


has shut down the airport there’s no escape so here I’ll say


goodbye to the other children I knew when we were


children, skating at the edge of the pond, I didn’t specially


want it to happen, this change in the clock calendar century


I just wanted things to continue as they had, do I sound like


a jilted lover no you sound like yourself and I’m here I’m hearing


everything twice everything twice a saxophonist a trumpet


and then a singer lifts me with soft lights and sweet music


and you in my arms let’s be like the boy at five who


said he wanted to be a ghost when he grew up but


grew up to celebrate the marriage of flesh and air


in a lonely place with paranoid Bogart and Gloria


Grahame the director’s wife that’s poetry noir for you


champagne cocktails with blood orange juice and


then to eat with a hearty appetite feeling the hungriness






JANUARY 3





There’s an astronaut named David Lehman


an authority on South American politics


and at least one soldier who died in Vietnam


I saw his name on the Vietnam Memorial


and who should phone me on this day


but a woman who claims she’s married to me


and apologizes when I tell her she’s not


she’s a wrong number I shall long cherish


I assure her wondering which David Lehman


was or is her husband


On the first day of school when I was six


the principal called my name I stood up


and said there were two David Lehmans


maybe he didn’t mean me


but he did it was my lucky day which


reminds me of the movie we saw on January 1st
 Christmas in July with Dick Powell


“Is it good luck or bad luck if a


black cat crosses your path?”
“It depends on what happens after”


and “If you don’t sleep at night it


isn’t the coffee it’s the bunk”
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