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MIKE DISCIULLO/BIVEFTOWNS ENTERPRISE

Could South Drive resident Marion
Drake know who scribbled the mysteri-
ous verse?

Bv Nancv Angiello

had just moved from Man-
hattan to Hastings and was
hoping my life would be
changed by the beauty of the
village. But I never dreamed it

would be pure poetry.
It happened like this: Like many Hast-

ings people, i like to walk, even up crazy,
steep Villard Avenue. on a hot day with a
backpack full of groceries. Slowly climb-
ing home, pant ing,  I  stopped under a
shady tree at the southwest corner ofTer-
race L)rive. There at my sneakers lvas a
faint ,  faded inscr ipt ion in i r  t inv corner of
the s idewalk -  something wri t ten prob-
abh mirny vears ago, in a squigglv hand
intO rhe concrete:

ls yes is to if, krve is to yes
E.E. Cummings

Whr.r . r . r ;a? Sidcr : lk  poetrv i
In pavcment vou expect inscr ipt ions

l ike "Joe nas here" or a c l ich6d old heart
rvith initials and .rrrows going through it.
llut no. This is Hastings. i looked again.
Suddenlv I found myself memorizing the
rvords,  reci t ing them aloud. You can do
that around here and no one u.ill notice.

"a:  r 'es is to i f ,  krve is to vcs". . .  I 'm get-
ting all tin.qh,. \\hy do I feel so tingly? Has
an) 'on. 'e i5.r  seen this,  and did they feel
th is rvav too? Or rvas i t  just  too hot that
dzty?

Maybe it rvas spring in the air addling
nr1' brain, but those ferv rvords really got
to me. The rvhole thing scemed full of
iove, but restrained, mvsterious, hopeful.
Maybe it rvas the dichotomy: the old con-
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it is. Norv to find out rvhy the

poem affects people, and the search for
the hit-and-run writer.

Day 3: Getting a grip on the line
"as yes is to if" - well, it seems to

mean: as absolute certainty is to doubt.
And then, "love is to yes" could be the
limitless possibility of hope and love is to
absolute certaintv. Maybe? [t sure is porv-
erful. If only I knerv why.

Day 4: Imagining who did it
A picture starts to form in your mind

after you first see the quote. And you start
to wonder:

When and why did the masked poet-
ry-lover strike?

I think it was a young girl, around 16
years old, reading sophisticated poetry
for the first time and finding it relevant to
her life. She was in love - with life, with
words, with romance, with the hope of a
first serious crush. She was out wander-
ing the streets, and came across some wet
concrete. She stooped, looked around,
and wrote with a broken-off pencil from
her pocket ... then turned and ran off. No
one will ever know who did this, not even
the object of her romantic dreams ...

Surely some of the many walkers to
and from the village - like the man who
stops to smell the flowers on his way to
the train - have seen this little line,
smiled and wondered about it? Perhaps it
has made others appreciate the lirtle
things in life, those little things some-
times right under our feet?

Day 5: A professort help
I decided to call Jean D'Costa, my

writing and Iiterature professor at Hamil-
ton College. An emeritus professor, she
surely could shed some iight on the
(iLrmmings' phrase.

ME: fean, helpl  Whir t  does this l ine
mean to you?

JEAN: The ",ves" here is ertremelv
powerful. ln tact, ",ves" goes back ttt Old
Engl ish.  l ts  or ig inal  rvr i t ren form is
"giese" and the nreanins is " let  i t  be so."
That is why the rvord is so powerful in
this line. It is both solemn and courreous,
and in this poem it is sacred.

ME: Why do votr  th ink th is person
inscribed this particular Iine?

JEAN: That line is the most porverful
in the whole poem: it spoke to something
in her l i f . ' .  She rvanted to pass i t  on to
other lives, to people who never would
read Cummings. The fact thar the writer
is mysterious is even more rvondertul,
and norv i t  is  part  of  the cul tural  and
art ist ic character of  the v i l lage. I t  should
be Iandmarked.

Day 6: Polling the neighbors
I rvanted ro find out rvhat my neu'

k;r,'

--

4i.

"*i\.

' ?."rg.*tr"{t''

**
g*.  . .  . '  .

-ar : ' - i : r t :S

MIKE DISCiULLO/RIVERTOWNS ENTERPRISE

To mailman Vimie Cusmano the line speaks of dreams md permanence.

cr! ' te -  banal ,  k ind of  uglv -  and the
beautilirl inscription - lvorn, aged rvith
time, romantic.

Off  I  wert  r rn rhar l r i l l -  rh is is one
heck of a slope here - but I l<ind of leapt
along. Ma;'be the person wrote the line
here to help ,you on your wav? It did give
me a charge. OK, I know - I just moved
here and I 'm a l i t t le surxrnv.  But st i l l .
Right fbot ,  lef t  foot  . . .  "as yes is to i f "  . . .
right foot, left foot ... "love is to ves." lt
lvas a mantra. No, some secret message
that would be revealed in time, just f,red
there so unobtrusivelv and folk ish,  l ike
some ancient ca!( 'ar t .

What k ind of  person s 'ould wr i te a
I ine of  E.E. Cummings p()etry to lvet
sidervalk cement? And what does it
mean?

lrl y st er io us sider.l al k po t t r y - lov er, w ho
are you?

Day 2: Finding the poem
Non, this person left us just a line of a

poem - rvhat about the rest? Aftel an
entire da,v of reading Cummings' collect-
ed rvorks, I finallv found the poem. It
rvould have been a lot easier if the poetry-
Iover had used a f i rst  l ine s ince thar is
how Cummings'  poems, most unt i t led,
are indered. But ntr .  This rn) stery tvr i ter
rvas going to make me work.

I t  is  a poem from a I94.1 col lecr ion-
Thr 6r.r  t r rnzr hpoi . . .

"nothing fal\e and possible is love
( who's imagined,therefore limitless.l
love's to giving as to keeping\ give;

as,ves is to if, love is to yes" CoNTTNUED oN PAcE 5



iF
iiiil=

ilit.$i'liii,gE
t*jj'ii*iigiul

: 3ig 
i=

i,iE
,i:ili,iigiliiiaigI 

iltg;giiiili,s
;* ̂ iieas=

€gE
ng 

i:3E
ngiIF

iB
F

€$E
tft 

at€E
i€fE

:g;ag
T

i;i rs
 gt frg

f $
ig

l " , E
a

€
n

iiE
;if;*s

{ 
e

iE
F

t=
 

i3
glE

ii€iE
iigE

 
€i{$83 

ii
#

E
 g€

 fj.g
fE

!;!,, 5
!c

iE
; €

e

';siE
r{$g{ 
$;€ 

F
{{fgtts;

'; E
iiIE

+
ticg 
'€E

E
i=

gi
=

st€tfiet 
,i=

E
fiff 
pF

$

H
3i;il 
glgi 

sii*ei;itts-
gigi 

i iig gi,i 
g ii iigigsst

;r 5sl3af 
ri€H

rn: 
F

 I;3jT
 555g$5$$s$ 

A
g 
gE

;t €E
sl*if3|i3{gi*; 

fi!g{$ 
s$tirt;ig; 

ri*r
iisF

E
F

ilE
iE

iigE
$isf=

E
 

iE
fi nliE

ii$$iI,i$ll
E

g?E
?$tiljtF

E
itijjE

 
E

e;iatr 
F

sss 
gE

$ilE
 

fri: e

(nPEzFz

t{Pq)oF
{

U(5o-II

ulct)

Go-Etrl=|rl

ct)
==oElrl=E

,
|ll-O<

\l

"C
;

F(t)==tau

u
lr

(,Q
)

a
tr

ilL
.

F
lI

ietrt
E

Z
=

:

f;a
>

tr
6

E
J

E
I

3
U

6
rd

V
rn

=
,6oq)

3€!.r 
tU

a
.z

x
Ax
H

x
0

,
o

(lt
5

H
.:g
p

q
=

-G
'

tro
)

$
€

q
E

s
s

>
':=

c
P

F
O



FRIDAY. AUGUSI 25. 2OOO THE RIVERTOWNS ENTERPRISE _ PAGE 3

The mysterious sidewalk poetry of Villard Avenue, Part II
By Nancy Anoiel lo Drive, tlrcn Ridge Street. A "thorough

H,rstings person," as he says, "roanting the
sfridt,s ro an zxtraortlinar1,degrce." Nor|
Iives in Verntont; a nigltt watclunan; poet;
awhor of a hook-in-progress of poctts; of
course, a'toracious rcider oilL! !aver of
poerryl: \\'ell, I lvas not aivlre oflhc stir it
cause. i .  but  I 'm glad i t 's  l iv ing on { le
cl,acklesl.

lv{E: Do you remember what you
wrote?

STEPHEN: Ah 1'es - "as yes is to
if,love is to 1.es"

ME: Why did you rvrite this into the
wet concrete l0 lears ago?

STEPHEN: I lived up there tbr many
years, and I would always haunt
Riverview N{anor. I would walk every-
where. I always loved poetry, especially
E.E. Cummings and that particular line. I
discovered the poem a long time ago.
That little phrase always seemed to me
very powerful.

Y Y E.E. Cr.rnrrnings poctrv
inscr ibed on the corner of  Vi l lard

mysterY of  the s idc-
rvalk poetrv t r ' , rs st i l l
unsolved. The l ine of

Avenue and Terrace Drive -  "as yes is
to i i  l r 'vc is to ves" -  st i l l  cont inued tr . r
haunt me. I  had to f ind out rvho wrote
this, and rvhy. After nine days of search-
ing for clues, I had one p<.rssible suspect.
According to lv lar ion Drake (rr 'ho l i res
nearest  to the poetr .v inscr ipt ion),  i r
mighr have been " the older Ri lev gir l , "
formerl .v of  Circ le 1)r ive.  The hunt fbr
the hand behind this enigrnat ic and
exqu.isitely romantic. pavement poetry
cont inues . . .  myster ious poetry- lover,
will i 'ou be found?

Day lG Frustration,
thenoptimism

Horv wiii I find the Riley girl, the older
fuley girl rvhose rrrme I don't know? How
can I  be . r  detect ive of  any stature,  g,  ' ing
around asking for informat ion on " the
older Riley girl"?

Relief.
Cena Hampden, formerly of South

Drive, the verv one rvhose drLrghter may
knorv something like rvhere this Riley
girl is norv - is tracked dolvn.

ivlRS. HAivIPDEN: \\Iell, I don't knorv
rvho did it, but my daughter Becky could
tell ,vou. I do remember her talking about
it at the time.

ME: Do you think i t  rvas the older
Riley girl, or was it possibl,v Becky?

MIIS: HAMPDEN: I  can' t  remenrber
thedetai ls. . .

lv lE:  Whlt  do you think of  th is act  of
poetic side'wclk art?

NIRS l l r \MPDEN: Wel l ,  tsecky and
her friends rvere a pret{v unique eroup of
k ids at  that  t ime. Thev did pret ty special
th ings. . .

lAltlnh l:nuilv prtle about tle payc-
nlei l t  p.)etr \ ' ! . .1rn . l  going to f inr l  t luLt  t l r
rnnsked pottrt -lovcr is indeetT one o.l'tlest
"unicyrc kitls"'rl

Day I l: The fatefuI phone call
l l  atn a bi t  le l1/ou-s . r -s I  t l ia l  l ) t :cky 's

tr t r t t rbt ' r .  l l ' i l i  .s l r '  reteal  the detai ls I
dcsire? \\till slr evrn tnlk to ntr? .\.l tcr tll,
I  ar i l  c t l l i t tg orr t  t t l '  t l rc blue. I tu lect l ,  sht
sorlril-i rr lrit srr-spicirrr-. at iir;r. \\'lnt is t
t l r la l  j f rd,Lar J ' r t tnt  l ter  o ld ) tot t tetowi l
eul l i t ru t tLt t tut? i : ] t r t ,  l r t  c1a-.- . l r  l l r ts l i t rg, i

iorrn,  l l tckv tur t is  out to be opL, i l . i l t l
talkarivtl

i r lE:  So, I  just  g() t  { ) f f  the phone n' i th
. ;our mother -  mar.be vou can give nre
sortte ti irs abttut this parcment rvrit irtg?

REBECC,\ HAivl PDE\: \\Iell, I cl icln't

do it, but I do know who did, and it was
not Gillian Nley lso that's her frst nane!1.

ME: Really! lt was not you, or the old-
er Riley girl! II now barely dare to breathe.
After all this time, vill the poet fnally be
revealed?)

REBECCA: It was...
IAneI thttr she tells ne tltt came. I can-

not tell you right nox,, not until I fnd tlrc
fttystery poetry-ntscri[:er nyself. But I can
tell you it was not a youttg girl, so there goes
ny dreory.l

lr4E: So it rvrsrl't il girl, but a high
school  bov? I  p icturrJ r  teenage gir l  in
love!

REBECCA: No, more l ike a young
man in love. I wasn't there, but I heard he
did iL.  I  rentcrnbcr ( 'xr i t lv  when i t  wrs
the fall of 1990. \,!t were friends rt thc
time; we rverc. fighting together to save
Hillside Woods. We're still fiiends.

IAh, so t l i -s fu l l  narks t l rc 10rh
anniversary o. [  the cotrcrete poctr) ,
i t tscr ipt ion.  LIov atspic ious,  as t l te ddys
gtt closer ro finding rhe hand who left it
there.  Now I  sav<tr  the heat ly nroment
before dialirtg tlrc rttunbers that will
f na|l'; learl me to tlrc poetry lover of Vil-
lard .4vt:aLe.l

Days 12, 13, 14: A Iove story
uncovered

Cett ing.r  holJ,r l - t l re 'vorrni  man in
joyc" oi l0 vear\ ago proves trickl'. He
i i |es \crmont rnr i  is  rarely home, so the
ghost lv air  rbr lut  h im cont inues. I  have
nr ixed iecl ings r l ;out  cal l ing hirn.  I  th ink
he should remain r nrystcrv That is u'hat
mekes this inscr ipt ion lef i  by that  fa int
hand so i rprpeir i ing -  that  is  rv; is anorrr ' -
nrous. Wit l rout  thc myster) , ,  u ' i l l  ou r
imaginat ions be less rct ivc? lsn' t  r t  a n]orc

profound experience just to wonder
about the line of poetry and who put it
there?

How can I fltrsh him out, this sensitive
soul? Shouldn't I leave hin: in peace?

The thing is,  look how the anonymi-
ty made total strangers and nerv neigh-
bors really talk and share ideas. Totally
unrelated people, all rvondering, talking
about words, poetry, philosophy,
dreams, love, yearning and romance.
Now, when was the last time I talked to
r neighbor -  especial ly one I  jusL met
-  or  my mai lman about these things? I
th ink never.  This l i t t le act  of  poet ic
scrarvl  on a mundane old s idewalk has
had a last ing impact.  I  want al l  those
people rvho love to walk up and down
this cunry,  chal lenging hi l l  to st i l l  rvon-
t ler , . tnt l  smi le,  and let  thcir  imagina-
t ions rvander.  . .

Ahh, but I can't resist. After all, Beclcy
has nrade it so easy frlr me. I simply must
cal l  the man rvho did th is,  rvho brought
so mirnv peoplc a sensc of life's small ,r]rd
odd wonders.

Also,  he deserves recogni t ion,  and
after ta lk ing rv i th him, i t  seems he
appreciaLc. '  i t  ( "Thank vou for car ing
about th is,"  he says, " thank you for
tracking me dou n") .  I  rhought he'd be
guarded (and, of  dourse, mvster ious),
rrrr . l  s impl l  c i i :  nte ol f  n i th a brusque
"no (omment"!  Af ler  a l l ,  he's remained
anonymous al l  thesc \ , .ars -  isn ' t  that
u'hat he ivanted?

Ilut n,r - in rvlr;it I norv find is true
Hastings rhshion - he likes to talk.

Ir4E: Horv does it feel to be the man
behind it all?

STEPIILN C\T.LAHAN lThe trouba-
dotr oi H'tstirrss, .forn:r'rl7' of Stintnit

Cena Hampden thinks her daughter
knows the secret.

I  was alone at  the t ime, ei ther the
afternoon or early evening, when I came
across that patch of pavement. The con-
crete was still wet; I think it rvas covered
in burlap. So I took a little nvig and ...

ME: Why the Cummings line?
STEPHEN: It was one of my favorite

phrases of his, and I thought other peo-
ple would enjoy it. I think that when I
looked at the small, triangular space there
it jumped into my head as one of the
most potent phrases - this tiny phrase
which can involve the mind and inspire a
lot of exegesis explanation.

ME: I must ask vou: Were vou in love?
STEPHEN: Wel l ,  i t  happened by

pure chance th.r t  later I  d id r i l l  in love
with a girl rvho lived ::ight near there. At
the t ime i  don' t  th ink I  knerv her roo
well. She did notice it, too. on her orvn
- so i t  r r 'a '  k ind of  l ike a communica-

Does Be&y Hampden know the identity of the mysterious poetryJover?
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tion before we met. I've never told any-
one but her that i wrote the l ine, so i i 's
remained pretty much a secret.

ME: Did you ever see anyone stop
and stare at your inscription?

STEPHEN: No, but I, of course, hoped
impressionable people - young people
especially - would be inspired by poetry.
I would look at it on occasion, though,
and was happy to see it getting a l itt le
darker - showing the passing of time. It
was very nice to see that.

ME: And finally, since neighbors have
thought about whal the l ine means to
them, what does it mean to you?

STEPHEN: "as yes is to i f , love is to
y_es" - there's a logic to it. You think
about it, your mind can almost, but not
quite, grasp it. It 's always a l itt le bit

beyond reason - which is something
poctry can do.

At the same time, it's a mathematical
formula which points to the exponential
value of love; the line is so powerful it

. almost gets into another dimension. And
that's part of the illogic: it's beyond logic
- that's why you can't stop thinking
about lt.

And from "yes" to "if" is a tremen-
dous leap -' i f" is tentative, "yes" is
absolutely affirmative. To leap even fur-
ther from that you have from "love" to
"yes." It's a chain, which ends up multi-
plying the "if" and "y.r" ... to finally
"love."

It boggles the mind in a wonderful
way.

Yes, that's it exactlv.
And that's how i find my life here in

Hastings so far - a little more poetic, a lit-
tle richer than normal, all from two lines of
lovely words left like flowers along the
dusty, mossy pavement of Villard Avenue.

Finally revealed! stephen callahan, t}re sidewalk poetryJover of villard Avenue.


