	 Ethics

 In ethics class so many years ago 
 our teacher asked this question every fall: 
 If there were a fire in a museum 
 which would you save, a Rembrandt painting 
 or an old woman who hadn’t many 
 years left anyhow? Restless on hard chairs 
 caring little for pictures or old age 
 we’d opt one year for life, the next for art 
 and always half-heartedly. Sometimes 
 the woman borrowed my grandmother’s face 
 leaving her usual kitchen to wander 
 some drafty, half imagined museum. 
 One year, feeling clever, I replied 
 why not let the woman decide herself? 
 Linda, the teacher would report, eschews 
 the burdens of responsibility. 
 This fall in a real museum I stand 
 before a real Rembrandt, old woman, 
 or nearly so, myself. The colors 
 within this frame are darker than autumn, 
 darker even than winter — the browns of earth, 
 though earth’s most radiant elements burn 
 through the canvas. I know now that woman 
 and painting and season are almost one 
 and all beyond saving by children.   

                               By Linda Pastan (b. 1932)
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	 I sat all morning in the college sick bay
 Counting bells knelling classes to a close,
 At two o'clock our neighbors drove me home.

 In the porch I met my father crying--
 He had always taken funerals in his stride--
 And Big Jim Evans saying it was a hard blow.

 The baby cooed and laughed and rocked the pram
 When I came in, and I was embarrassed
 By old men standing up to shake my hand

 And tell me they were "sorry for my trouble,"
 Whispers informed strangers I was the eldest,
 Away at school, as my mother held my hand

 In hers and coughed out angry tearless sighs.
 At ten o'clock the ambulance arrived
 With the corpse, stanched and bandaged by the nurses.

 Next morning I went up into the room. Snowdrops
 And candles soothed the bedside; I saw him
 For the first time in six weeks. Paler now,

 Wearing a poppy bruise on the left temple,
 He lay in the four foot box as in a cot.
 No gaudy scars, the bumper knocked him clear.

 A four foot box, a foot for every year. 

                         Seamus Heaney 

	
	


