
 
 
Forgetfulness  

BY BILLY COLLINS 

The name of the author is the first to go 
followed obediently by the title, the plot, 
the heartbreaking conclusion, the entire novel 
which suddenly becomes one you have never read, never even heard of, 
 
as if, one by one, the memories you used to harbor 
decided to retire to the southern hemisphere of the brain, 
to a little fishing village where there are no phones. 
 
Long ago you kissed the names of the nine muses goodbye 
and watched the quadratic equation pack its bag, 
and even now as you memorize the order of the planets, 
 
something else is slipping away, a state flower perhaps, 
the address of an uncle, the capital of Paraguay. 
 
Whatever it is you are struggling to remember, 
it is not poised on the tip of your tongue 
or even lurking in some obscure corner of your spleen. 
 
It has floated away down a dark mythological river 
whose name begins with an L as far as you can recall 
 
well on your own way to oblivion where you will join those 
who have even forgotten how to swim and how to ride a bicycle. 
 
No wonder you rise in the middle of the night 
to look up the date of a famous battle in a book on war. 
No wonder the moon in the window seems to have drifted    
out of a love poem that you used to know by heart. 
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COMING INTO EIGHTY 

May Sarton          

Coming into eighty 
I slow my ship down 
For a safe landing. 
It has been battered, 
One sail torn, the rudder 
Sometimes wobbly. 
We are hardly a glorious sight. 
It has been a long voyage 
Through time, travail and triumph, 
Eighty years 
Of learning what to be  
And how to become it. 
                                                                                                                                                 
One day the ship will decompose 
and then what will become of me? 
Only a breath  
Gone into nothingness 
Alone 
Or a spirit of air and fire 
Set free? 
Who knows? 
                                                                                                                                                 
Greet us at landfall 
The old ship and me, 
But we can’t stay anchored. 
Soon we must set sail 
On the last mysterious voyage 
Everybody takes 
Toward death. 
Without my ship there, 
Wish me well. 

 
 


