EDITOR-IN-CHIEF
Alan Fox
EDITOR
Timothy Green
ASSISTANT EDITOR
Megan Green
CONTRIBUTING EDITOR
Asha Blake
EDITOR EMERITUS
Stellasue Lee
PROOFING ASSISTANCE
Bronwen Butter Newcott
Jeffrey Gerretse
Karen Green
Jacquelyn Lazo
COVER ART
Mark Hillringhouse
“Walt Whitman in LA,” 2007
Digital Pigment Print
Mark Hillringhouse’s works have been widely published and exhibited in galleries and museums in New York and New Jersey. Prints of his work are available on his website: <mhillringhouse.zenfolio.com>
© 2016 by The Rattle Foundation
Summer, 2015, Vol. 21, No. 2
Rattle (ISSN: 1097-2900 print, ISSN: 2153-8115 online) is published quarterly in March, June, September, and December, by the Rattle Foundation. Address all correspondence to Rattle, 12411 Ventura Blvd, Studio City, CA 91604. Subscription rates: $20 per year, $35 for two years, $45 for three years, or $250 for a lifetime (yours or ours). Foreign subscribers add $10 per year for postage, or $100 for lifetime. Single copies $5.95. Periodicals postage is pending at Studio City, CA, and additional mailing offices. POSTMASTER: Send address changes to Rattle, 12411 Ventura Blvd, Studio City, CA 91604. Indexed in “Humanities International Complete.” Printed in the USA by The Sheridan Press. Distributed to bookstores by Publishers Distribution Group and available through Ingram Periodicals, Media Solutions, and Ubiquity Distributors. All rights reserved by the authors; all poems and essays in the magazine are works of the imagination. Rattle features poetry, translations, reviews, essays, and interviews. Submissions must include a self-addressed, stamped envelope, or an email address for reply. Manuscripts will not be returned unless sufficient postage is provided. Payment for work accepted is a one-year subscription. Rattle accepts simultaneous submissions and electronic submissions, but all work must be previously unpublished. For more information visit:
CONTENTS
Summer 2016
Stephen Bett
For Love of You
Christopher Citro
The Mutual Building
Tiana Clark
Exorcism
Peter J. Curry
The Poet Abandons His Craft
Jennifer Givhan
The Cheerleaders
Nancy Gomez
Supernova
Deadbeat
Chris Green
Inventing the Dolphin
Nora Iuga
Istovitu Works the Nightshift
Felicia Krol
Between Funerals
S.H. Lohmann
Survival English
Susan H. Maurer
Ant Logic
Sarah McKinstry-Brown
Letter to Myself, 15 Years After the Affa
Robert Nazarene
Reflection #6,189
Pedro Poitevin
I Feel the Memory of Writing You
Bill Rector
Autumn
Bro. Yao
Putting the Niggers to Rest
Resa Alboher
A Few More Notes on My Fall from the Middle Class
Allan Aquino
For Yumi Sakugawa
Chanel Brenner
To the Frustrated Mother in Starbucks …
Brendan Constantine
Red Sugar Blue Smoke
From the Big Book of Games for Girls
Jack Cooper
L.A. River
Alejandro Escudé
Green Felt Pants
Alexis Rhone Fancher
The Dracaena Plant in My Apartment …
Alan Fox
Today
Jack Grapes
Any Style
Ron Koertge
A Surprise Visit
Dear Citizen,
Deborah P. Kolodji
Four Haiku
Lester Graves Lennon
Crossing Over
Ruth Madievsky
Paragard
Risa Potters
In My Mother’s Things
Raquel Reyes-Lopez
The Draft of a Messiah
Luis J. Rodriguez
Love Poem to Los Angeles
Lynne Thompson
The Curious Adoptee
Amy Uyematsu
I Wish I’d Seen My Nisei Father Dance
Charles Harper Webb
The New Humility
Ice
Mari Werner
Oscar
Cecelia Woloch
Self-Pity
Brendan Constantine
Rattle Poetry Prize Guidelines
poetry
Stephen Bett
FOR LOVE OF YOU
First time in my god
damn life my face
washed out
for another
Let it flood
yours for a
river to
itself
Step it up with
a spring
heal it out
faith full
all ways
to the sea
~ note ~
Christopher Citro
THE MUTUAL BUILDING
The new cafe is pleasant though cluttered
by all the men and women attracted by
low-priced coffee, who when grabbed
release their tails and flee. There’s snow
everywhere. When is someone going
to come clean this up? If you look up
at the top of the tallest building, first
you’ll see a star—which is lit up at night
and nice—then you’ll see some numbers.
The first ones are the temperature, which
is fine. (Pigeons stay all through the winter,
walk right in front of you along the ice.
They get in your way, but it’s fine.)
The second is the time and—here’s
the spiky thing—it’s always wrong.
No one seems to notice but secretly
everyone knows and everyone keeps
looking up then feeling bad inside.
No one needs the wrong time in the sky
when we’re just trying to cross the street.
A city parking enforcement van says it
Makes frequent stops Do not tailgate and
even the little bundles of baby being
pushed through the slush by women
with no hats on their hair are thinking
I thought you weren’t supposed to
tailgate anyone in the first place. Now
what am I supposed to think? Which is fine.
Each day at 5:30 the man with the bedroll
stands in the crook of the bank building
directly above the heat exhaust. The first day
he said, Any spare change? The second day
he just stood there with his hand out.
It had a mitten on the end. The mitten
was a light beige, the same color nearly
as the stones in the side of the bank.
But that’s not the bank’s fault. The next
day he won’t even have his hand out.
The day after that it’s entirely likely
he’ll become a statue, and that’s how
banks get the lions they have out front.
~ note ~
Tiana Clark
EXORCISM
Pastor John stood over her body—
shouted scripture as she writhed in the jerk
of undulations that lit her bones on fire. Her eyes
slid to the back of her head slick as marbles. Only
the white jelly of sclera shone between the flutter
of eyelash flicks moored to the mouth of some
netherworld. I stood back in awe and in horror
like the first time I watched porn. Excited, because
we were inside the same heat as each of our hands
stretched forward, flexed as church fans we stroked
the flames of spirit higher and higher. She frothed
her lips to a disc of crema, cried and whimpered
almost like a self-soothing baby. Our finger pads
followed the bars on the pages of a hymnal book.
My youth group spoke as a choir in tongues, our
syllabic utterings were plucked marionette strings
that pulled her limbs to spasms. Pastor John said
she had a demon of lust, a Jezebel Spirit. He said
we had to pray louder and harder, had to touch her
arms and her sides, had to deliver the ember of her
sins from the second crust of hell. But I knew this
girl that twitched on the floor. Sarah was my older
friend. And yes, she made out with boys. And yes,
I saw how the boys looked at her breasts, like the way
they looked at them now when she jiggled—buoyant
as sunny side up eggs. As if I could pierce her yolks
with my praying fingers, bloodletting buttery sex.
She was like me: a girl with no father, a girl that
made God her father, a girl that wanted to be saved,
but mostly loved. She gave her body to greasy boys,
like the way she gave her body to all of us in that
musty cabin outside of the glowing gold buckle
of the Bible Belt for a church retreat.
~ note ~
Peter J. Curry
THE POET ABANDONS HIS CRAFT
First to go were the adjectives,
which centuries ago the Zen masters
likened to clouds obscuring Mt. Fuji.
Images were no great loss: The people
leaving the subway he rides look nothing
like petals on a wet, black bough.
Next went all the soon’s and then’s:
As everyone knows who has received
bad news, everything happens at once.
And memory, which provided most
of his subject matter, proved unreliable,
so there’d be no more looking back.
What’s left? He thinks maybe he was
in love … long ago … in summer. But since
he’s closed up shop, who’s to say?
~ note ~
Jennifer Givhan
THE CHEERLEADERS
If you have not written your cheerleader poem, they’re good for many things.
—The Writers’ Conference
I want to defend the cheerleaders
to those who’ve said it was anti-feminist
how the girls here at the mountain camp
in the Sierra Nevadas among the Jeffrey pine
with its bark that smells of vanilla and
Bailey’s Irish Cream, which I first tasted
when I was in high school, at a party,
are rural and white, how they’re too young
for sex but will be too young
sexualized, those bright pink blooming
bows in their hair, tightly coiled
with immaculate white woven through
their chanting as if in ecstasy
everything, how here among the white-
flowered cat paws that lie close to the ground
each cold summer night but then rise
toward the sun come noon, the cheerleaders
are shouting for themselves, but at home,
for the team, for the boys, toward the moon
the way I was a cheerleader in the Southwestern
desert twenty minutes from the Mexicali
border in the egg-frying heat, in the blistering
heat of the summer, and my boyfriend,
after spooning me all day in the guest bed
at his nana’s, would drive me to afternoon
practice; I’d fit my thick thighs
into tight Lycra shorts, pull taut
my dark hair and bother anyway with bronze
Covergirl foundation and glittered purple eyeliner
though I’d sweat it all off in an hour
of basing a basket toss, of being the one to lift another
girl freer than me, the one who kept flying girls
from falling to packed-earth, scorched
desert dirt below our white and silver gel-inspired
ASICS training shoes with flexible soles
for dancing, but one girl flew to the left
of our interlocked crisscrossed arm basket
and we couldn’t catch her before
she landed on her side, on her chest, palms
face down but she didn’t break any bone
or the baby we found three weeks later
growing well below her bruised ribcage.
I want to defend these girls in the tall grass
with their backs to the lake with their black
and red skirts that resemble fringed tutus
or costume burlesque, their cheer faces
like masks I’d put on and practice
when my mother asked why I was moody
and what were the bruises purpling my arms
my hips my thighs. What’s not feminist
about this, how the sport could send us—
most of whom had never been on a plane
since there was no airport in our town
besides barns for crop dusters—
to New York City. It’s not recklessness or
drunkenness but the culture its lack
of options, how I wanted to dance
where there were no dance schools
where the only art was sprayed on the bellies
of walls where resistance meant
disobeying our parents meant breaking
curfew meant bonfires in barrels
meant sex between sweet smelling stacks
of alfalfa beside hay bales beside ditchwater.
I want to defend these cheerleaders
in their sassy and hopeful irreverent poses
how Nietzsche says metaphor is desire
to be somewhere else, how the cheerleaders
are likewise, how the pouty lips they taught us
are openly mocked, how the meanest of us
the toughest the loudest to cheer
remind me still of the pinecones that’ll stay
closed with pitch until hit with fire
then open, that need damage, how some seeds
need a bit of abuse before they can germinate
like forest freeze, like fire, an animal’s gut,
these serotinous cones that the lodgepole pine
give of themselves to be hurt, they aren’t thinking
of this or of anything as they lift toward the sky
and take root. I want to defend them,
the cheerleaders, of my girlhood
of the go! of the big blue!
now that I know it meant out.
~ note ~
Nancy Gomez
SUPERNOVA
My mother has died.
I have spent the day packing her things.
The Tiffany birds, the tiny Limoges boxes,
her favorite blue blouse. Now there is
nothing left but the vacant rooms
and the ache of her absence.
Jonah and I go outside to look at the sky.
Between the bowl of the Big Dipper
and the North Star a violent explosion
millions of years ago has just become
visible to astronomers on earth.
But we can’t see it with our naked eyes.
Even so, we lie on the lawn
and look up into a black pool
pinpricked by millions of needles of light.
I am floating face-down into emptiness
when the voice of my young son
fills the darkness. “Did you know
all the atoms in our bodies
were once inside a star?”
He leans his head against mine.
I breathe in earth and grass
and the cool, damp air.
My heart is too small
to hold this night.
~ note ~
Nancy Gomez
DEADBEAT
You died the year our youngest son turned one.
Eyes closed, mouth slack, hair splayed
around your face like an electric fence,
a rusty crown on an otherworldly prince.
It was the final affront, the end
to the prolonged “fuck you” of your short life—
leaving all those promises you made eternally unfulfilled,
and me with two needy children tethered
to the unsteady buoy of my heart, all of us holding on
for dear life, riding out the riptides
of utility bills and rent and getting food on the table.
Hand-me-downs and homework.
All those things you couldn’t help with.
I am still emptying out the dumpster of our years together.
Old hypodermics and empty bottles,
shoeboxes filled with notebooks and guitar picks.
I am still finding the landmines you left.
Like today when our daughter turned her head
and I saw the dimple that used to bloom
in a crescent moon on the right side of your smile.
And that familiar grief moved through me
like blood stains spreading across sheets.
And all that love comes rushing back
in a sucker punch ringing of fresh starts.
And gratitude. I remember
those years when you were still alive
and always around
to haunt us.
~ note ~
Chris Green
INVENTING THE DOLPHIN
In a blue-painted pool sponsored by Corona & Sol,
It’s hard to see the larger ocean. Picture a lonely dolphin
Waiting to get paid. His forced smile, his blowhole opening
For coins. They call him Chuy, a Mexican nickname for Jesus.
He takes his fish lazily from the trainer, & you know,
If he could walk backwards from here to the sea, he would.
We are his 2:30.
Standing in life vests, all grouped in the shallow end like Baptists,
We’re told to stroke him, but carefully. We’re warned to avoid
His pinhole ears that hear what we cannot, also his blowhole,
A second mouth that speaks an ocean tongue of shrieks & clicks.
I can see by the trainer’s caution, our innocence is dangerous.
He says if Chuy takes a hand in his mouth, sometimes he’s curious,
We should not pull, but let him release us. Also, it’s a myth
Dolphins push drowning swimmers to shore. To a dolphin,
All humans look to be drowning. Besides, their instinct would be
To push us out to sea, to safety.
Looking close, I see in his wet grey eyes a child’s knowing buoyancy.
I feel an intimacy, like he might turn to me in some small café & say,
“I think there is something you should know.”
He’s not as slippery as I thought. And his skin, just like the moon
Shining back, that still silver, is cool to the touch, the exact temperature
Of the water. We take turns in a strange communion touching
His forehead, laying small bloodless fish on a big blue tongue.
We are educated people, but I sense among us a competition
For whom Chuy likes best. We command cheap tricks & he jumps—
First circling, gaining inhuman momentum. He fears for his job.
He works. His back bent as to a desk holding his breath.
Suddenly he leaps—pure muscle, no bones—Jesus the way we wish him
To be, nosing a blue-green ball, his fins not quite fingers or feet.
~ note ~
Nora Iuga
ISTOVITU WORKS THE NIGHTSHIFT
when we were little
my brother istovitu and i would go out
in the moonlight
and pray for our mother to return
from the other world
istovitu works the nightshift
i the dayshift
this way we can swap
our women between us
their eyelids are sewn shut
they pour milk on their faces
and curl up
until the next day
at dawn the moon
goes back to its room
we watched our toenails grow
no doubt we were born dead
we took care that the sun
shouldn’t catch us out in the fields
that the coins wouldn’t drop
out of our mouths
we led a carefree life
we were seven
we dreamt we’d run away to america
Translated from Romanian by Adam J. Sorkin and Diana Manole
~ note ~
Felicia Krol
BETWEEN FUNERALS
A black-suited man
plucks your name
from the felt board
in the foyer.
One by one
the white letters
clink
into a plastic bag,
the kind built for sandwiches.
~ note ~
S.H. Lohmann
SURVIVAL ENGLISH
It only takes a few calls to confirm
that the man who stabbed his wife to death last
week was my former student Claude,
the paper’s photo grainy but clear enough
to just make out the braided cut
rope’s grip left around his neck.
I stare at his picture, and begin to count
as many facts as I can muster:
Burundi by way of Tanzania, then Michigan,
then Roanoke, a long slow fleeing from violence
I can’t comprehend. Here, their charity house.
Our English lessons. Their eight children
police say were unharmed but crouched somewhere
inside. Miriam was found in bed, blanketed
in blood, declared dead on scene; Claude
in the basement just cut from noose, his oldest son
standing nearby, handling the blade.
Everyone is surprised—
their children’s teachers and coaches shaking
their heads; the church calling their home “busy and active.”
In our interview, I tell the reporter all
I know: that they sat in the back of my evening class,
that they were quiet, that Claude always took
notes. Miriam wore gold sandals with kitten
heels—I remember her small, hard
feet, narrow as clams. I don’t mention
that she had a sarcastic smile, always muttering
sharply to the women in Kirundi, because I’m afraid
it sounds like blame. Like when I consider
for too long the caramel smear of Claude’s dark eyes,
I know I’m just looking for something:
a missed signal, a preventative sign.
What I know are just facts:
which vowels gave them trouble, how
she confused stop and start, how he asked me
once if hot was the same as heart—
the insistence of miming this question this way:
his open palm fanning for heat, and heartbeat
as a pounding fist, coming down hard
on his own chest, over and over again.
~ note ~
Susan H. Maurer
ANT LOGIC
ant logic ant logic ant logic ant logic
ant logic ant logic
~ note ~
Sarah McKinstry-Brown
LETTER TO MYSELF, 15 YEARS AFTER THE AFFAIR
He said that if he had more lifetimes, he’d give you
at least two. But you really just wanted the one
you made for yourselves between midnight and sunrise
every other Thursday night at the Holiday Inn.
You knew it was easy to be the other woman.
When he pulled you toward him,
neither of you had to work to soften. There was no trash to take out,
no dishes, no children, nothing stacked
between you. Friends said you deserved better,
but deserve had nothing to do with it.
The night he said, Baby, we were born to bruise,
his hand turned up the stars, and that stupid city
finally receded until nothing was left but the two of you,
famous in each other’s arms, your bodies working like cogs,
the thick motel curtains shut tight
against the coming morning.
You didn’t even mind the dark that came after,
when he slipped away to drive his kids to school
and you were left to your dreaming,
their small faces, echoes,
slowly coming into focus.
~ note ~
Robert Nazarene
REFLECTION #6,189
Married in America
I’m having mixed emotions. Like the night
my ex-mother-in-law loopdy-
looped off a cliff
—in my new car,
a waste of a perfectly good Volvo.
Volvos seat six. Plenty of room
for the rest of her Coal-Age
brood—aggressive little pinheads
perched in their La-Z-Boys,
grimy as the dirty dishes, the dogs’ bowls,
the cat boxes—piled high
in the kitchen stink.
My ex-mother-in-law. The Orbicular.
God rest her sow. She ate
pickled pigs’-feet & drank Miller’s High-Life
beer. For a living. And my ex-wife:
we were a match made in Gehenna,
living proof of God’s infinite loving-
kindness—making just two people
miserable, instead of four.
If I sound bitter—
it’s because you are. Step aside.
I can’t fucking see myself in the mirror.
~ note ~
Pedro Poitevin
I FEEL THE MEMORY OF WRITING YOU
I feel the memory of writing you
beginning to carve out its riverbed
deep in the shadow of my passing through.
How after scanning you beneath, I flew
a little lower; how I turned my head:
I feel the memory of writing you,
my labyrinthine road I had no clue
how to begin or end before I read—
deep in the shadow of my passing through—
the story I demanded to be true.
In each one of the knots along the thread,
I feel the memory of writing you.
The moment when I felt your pulse, I knew.
And as you slowly found your form, I shed—
deep in the shadow of my passing through—
a love song to the love song that you drew
with words I’d say to words I hadn’t said.
I feel the memory of writing you
deep in the shadow of my passing through.
~ note ~
Bill Rector
AUTUMN
Last night I kept pulling
gloves from the pockets of my coat.
O abyss of my winter coat’s pockets!
As they fell
the gloves turned into leaves,
curled palms of maples,
stubby fingers from oaks,
gray fists of ash.
I woke up.
I thought of you.
But then I always do.
I considered the hours to come,
the first thing to be done,
and the next.
All day my hands were cold.
~ note ~
Bro. Yao (Hoke S. Glover III)
PUTTING THE NIGGERS TO REST
all the men who called my father nigger
stand with all the men who have called me nigger
in a line outside the capitol. some just arrive.
they fall into the back of the line saying nigger,
nigger, nigger, out into the night like morse code.
there is dust in their mouth mixed with the water
of wisdom, a truth they know that is not nigger
but mixed to mud that is a dirty knowing a broken
record of speech and thought and urge.
there is another line, next to theirs, for the ones
who call me nigger in secret, under their breath
and with their eyes, whispering it between one another
a code, yes, him, they nod, the nigger over there
the niggers over there. look at them.
and all over the world niggers are dying, like speech
whose reality never was, niggers tumbling over niggers
trying to get on top. niggers fighting for the right to
be niggers in the real live world. to cross from fantasy
into the world of flesh, to grab the last boat to america.
and there’s another line of people who think nigger
and then think, my father, my mother said that, my
grandmother and grandfather said that, nigger
tradition, i do not want to say that, i do not want
to say such a terrible thing, though i am perplexed
by some of them calling themselves that, confused,
why? that’s not right, but it’s still not right to call
them it in secret, under our breath, so terrible.
it is a great conflict, like storms over barren planets
with no water. that i know nigger is wrong but some
part of nigger still makes sense. to know that feeling
to understand that argument, between warring selves
imagine it a great struggle between reason and passion.
there is a graveyard full of niggers that only the nigger
sayers know of. i’ve seen the niggers. do you know
any niggers?
and the people who sometimes get called niggers wander
about in camouflage and espionage. they won’t stand in line
cuz ain’t no niggers allowed in the line, they meander about,
wander with their hands in their pockets singing negro spirituals
so nobody think they listening, so nobody wonder as they
wander, you could say they try to look like niggers knowing
the difference between them and niggers, wearing nigger
like a hoody when necessary, when it’s cold outside and
they need something to cover them, to keep the cold out.
they study the speech of the nigger sayers and mix it
gumbo into the speech they speak, and adapt, put a
bass line under it, and make it sound so funky, even hate
seem harmless, like a blade dulled from overuse, like a tool
beaten against the earth so much it grows dull and only
looks like a tool in the hands of the slave on a hot day
with someone screaming over your shoulder WORK!
and the longest line, the one that stretches out
the door, out of the capital city, zigzagging through
richmond and the good south, through day-long
drive texas, back up to the northeast, the great lakes
and west through those beautiful states with trees
and land that makes the jaw drop like the canyons,
and the plains, and the deserts, tundra, palm trees
is the line where people think niggers, nigger shit,
jacked up shit, and there is no one who fits
the description to be found. nobody nobody
to be conjured as nigger anywhere around.
~ note ~
ANGELENOS
Resa Alboher
A FEW MORE NOTES ON MY FALL FROM THE MIDDLE CLASS
At The Rumpus reading the other night
Stephen Elliot asked, Does anyone have any questions
about sex work or are you thinking about doing sex work?
There was a bit of uncomfortable laughter and for a moment
I nearly raised my hand but had a shy attack like I would when I was in the seventh grade and a kid of any gender that I thought was cute would sit next to me or offer to share a coke or packet of Vanilla Swiss cookies that they sold in the school cafeteria.
So instead of raising my hand I just sat there in the darkened bar and leaned back on the velvet banquette and wondered, Do I have any questions about sex work?
Am I thinking of doing sex work?
My attention hovered in those questions as the reading started and then I sat leaning on that velvet banquette with my eyes half closed listening to five or maybe it was six writers reading pretty amazing stuff for a Wednesday night in NoHo
(what was I doing in L.A. anyway, hadn’t I vowed to leave this city of fallen angels forever behind in the ruins of childhood misery built on a foundation of all the unsold screenplays that could thwart a life)
and then midway through the reading (midway through my life? Where was my Virgil in this darkened bar?) I found myself falling fast for an ex-dominatrix current writer who read like a dream if that dream were for real and it was a dream and it was for real and so I was swept along in her for-real-dream and rode the waves of it and lost myself in the story of it up to the point where the for-real-dream-story climaxes and converges and then ties up nicely before the final unravelment … (is it my life unraveling?)
Denouement is such a cool word, but I wasn’t thinking that then because I was so blown away that I forgot myself for a moment and was totally one hundred percent in her story as the words swallowed up that velvet banquette I was sitting on and the bar and all the other signposts too that pointed
to a concrete world.
But then one thought rushed in interrupting the reverie
and I said nearly aloud maybe there is still time to raise my hand.
Yes Stephen Elliot I do have a question about sex work
and as a matter of fact I am considering doing sex work.
The candles in the bar were casting light on the industrial grey walls
and I was thinking about cave paintings and lit up caves
and what it would have been like to be swathed in mastodon fur in a cave of prehistory and sit around a fire telling stories in whatever grunts language was then or were there no grunts and just stories told through etchings on
the stone walls after a day of hunting and gathering without words to confuse the matter—pure story in pure image—if images can be said to be more pure than words
and I was also wondering what it was that could be trusted in the sun rising and setting and what was that ice white orb in the dark sky that changed its form like magic and seemed to follow me everywhere. That is the me that was sitting in the cave in prehistory having prehistoric thoughts and was wondering that and it felt so warm to be covered in mastodon fur, a warmth that I could not explain or believe.
What would it have been like to do sex work in a cave?
And suddenly the bar itself became that cave and I felt the mastodon fur gather me up in a kind of comfort that was so warm so close and could hear all around me the grunts of language that were grunting out a story—a for-real dream—and I could see a distant relative of mine of yours of all of ours start to etch the story of the hunt and the brave mastodon who would be felled (it was inevitable) but also this mastodon would be remembered throughout time up till this moment when he is alive his fur matted down and he is sitting there with me listening with me in equal amazement to the ex-dominatrix current writer speaking with love about her past career.
I was paid to be a bitch
she said and I thought, I could do that.
And the mastodon nodded his head.
You could so do that. You have potential, the mastodon said.
Yeah and need. Potential and need. I’ve got only ten bucks to my name
and have to spend 1.75 on the fucking Orange Line and do you know where the Orange Line goes? Back to my childhood on Victory Blvd. that’s where it goes.
What does that leave at the age of 53?
When I turned 53 a few weeks ago I thought
this wasn’t what I had planned for my life, to be riding the Orange and Red Lines in L.A.
Fuck the Orange Line, though later instead of fucking it I rode it, if there can be said to be a difference and then a few nights later than this night where the ex-dominatrix read from her book, and Stephen Elliot asked about sex work,
I was in Los Feliz at another literary reading (see there is literature in L.A.) and on my way to a third further downtown and so walking back on the moonlit street on the way to the metro from one reading to another I checked my phone and it was a call from a man with whom I have had a thirty-year romantic friendship.
I keep meaning to go back to women—why all these men—but men keep pulling me back like Russia is pulling me back (where I lived for over two decades before coming back to L.A.) and L.A. is pulling me back and the ocean is pulling me back and I will be pulled back until I am a child in my mother’s arms at the shore of the Pacific and back further than that to some past life in some other mother’s arms—all the way back to the mastodon fur back to that indescribable warmth.
So I stood on a corner in Los Feliz Village where Bukowski lived
and there are murals in his memory and I was standing right in front of one of those murals having this conversation with the friend of thirty years—a conversation about our relationship in general and about boundaries
and what are the boundaries in our relationship and we have been asking that to each other for thirty years and it is possible in another life on another day we probably sat in that cave back in the day the mastodon day and still there we were talking about boundaries in the grunts of early language as someone etched the story of the hunt on the stone walls with the fire warmly burning.
And then the conversation ended in a friendly way with nothing at all resembling resolution and I made it to the last moments of the second reading further downtown and over a glass of rosé and warm conversation in English and Spanish I was introduced by Ramon Garcia as another one just like us in culture shock who has just spent twenty years in Russia. I felt the shock of culture meet the shock of rosé and it was another kind of warmth not as comforting as mastodon fur
and I carried that warmth with me back to the Red Line and sat on the train reading poems from the books I had bought from both readings by dipping into the nearly nonexistent rent money: Eileen Myles I Must Be Living Twice and Ramon Garcia’s The Chronicles although as I type this I remember Ramon gave me the book as a gift. And then it is 2 a.m. and I am on the Orange Line and there is a lizard man staring at me and I feel like I am in an early episode of The Walking Dead and begin to think I should have called a taxi for the rest of the way home and would have called that taxi if I had had the bucks to do so but I didn’t and so now I wonder if I might die on the Orange Line tonight and then I get off at my lonely stop
and the lizard man begins to follow me home
and I run in a way I haven’t run for years
and come home and can’t catch my breath
so text my friend Thom and then he calls me and I tell him
in speech patterns so breathless that he tells me slow down but I can’t so I continue to tell him in a breathless rush all about the night and the last few nights and when I get to the part about the conversation with my friend of thirty years as I stood in front of the Bukowski mural Thom says, You know, there you are having a conversation about boundaries in front of the most boundary-less writer who has ever lived.
Do I need to mention that this is a kind of irony? No Thom you don’t. You truly truly don’t.
And we laugh and my breath eases and the irony helps in a way that a stiff drink would and I am happy that Thom has pointed out an irony to me tonight. I am indeed starting to catch my breath and the lizard man fades a bit from the foreground of my thought as our conversation drifts to Ramon introducing me as someone with culture shock and Thom says, Yes that describes you to a T and as I hang up from Thom I think, It is a T. I am like just off the boat and am coming full circle from twenty years in Russia which was a twenty-year escape from L.A. Now here I am back from the old country to the new which was old to me as childhood places are. But the new world of old is transformed into something different:
My parents are dead and L.A. has a metro.
Did you hear that mosquitos carrying dengue fever have come here from Asia in a shipment of bamboo? They’ve been spotted in Silverlake.
They have come all the way to this land at the edge of the world up against the wall of the ancient Pacific. And here I am as well back to the land at the edge of the world up against the wall of the ancient Pacific. The land is in drought in perpetual heatwave. We are waiting in vain for it to rain. Do you hear that Comrade Mosquito?
Up against the wall of the ancient Pacific. Up against the wall motherfuckers, up against the void. No rain in sight and up against the void that is formed by a sort of L.A. Bermuda Triangle composed of the fog coming in off the ocean and of the dolphins swimming so close to shore and of the Hollywood sign that might be haunted by the woman who jumped to her death from it
sometime in the ’50s was it? Yeah, this must be that triangle’s apex. What was her name?
Why did she do it? Now I can’t do it in that same way. It wouldn’t have the same effect. It can only have elegance once. And if we are posing questions then why didn’t I do sex work when I could when my body was young
and hadn’t gone through major surgeries
and when I still had the energy for it?
But then I thought hmmm maybe that could be a selling point?
Maybe the scars would be worth something in a kind of niche market?
And my misshapen abdomen too—how much more could I make for that?
Hey you were cut open again,
one friend said to me after my third operation. They cut you right down
the middle.
And in that moment when she said it I felt cut open again, I felt cut open, but then I thought:
Cut open for the good.
Cut open to live another day.
Cut open to have another chance to fuck things up
way more than they had been fucked up before.
And so why not?
Why can’t I be a sex worker now
at age 53 with a misshapen fucked up abdomen
and ten dollars to my name
and a broken car that I am afraid of driving,
driving off a canyon into that space where the fog meets up
with the Hollywood sign, a space that you could call divine.
And on a particular kind of night when the wind stirs (those Santa Anas)
you can hear the cries of the woman who jumped.
She haunts the air in the Hollywood Hills
and on a smog-less night
her voice has been said to reach across
to the San Fernando Valley.
What was her name?
Can anyone remember?
I can google it
but then I would have to stop typing
and if I stop typing right now
the world might stop typing, too.
It might stop short
like my father stopping short in heavy L.A. traffic
and saying you know driving is getting a little too much for me
but I do it he said
I keep driving.
There are places I still want to go.
And I say there are places I still want to go.
And I need money to get to those places.
And sex work well it would give me that money.
And I could be kind and maybe someone would remember how kind I was to him or her on some lost afternoon of twisted sheets and two-hundred bucks
left on the proverbial dresser, isn’t that where they always leave it?
I don’t know where they really leave it. I don’t know much of anything.
I’m kind of lost these days.
And lost in thought as well.
I invoke my friend Danny who died in 2008.
This would be a conversation I would love to have with him.
Danny what do you think? Is there a future for me in this sex work idea?
Does this have potential?
Do you think I am on the right track, finally?
And he would shake his head
and pronounce my entire name in a way that seemed to point to
sex work. Resa Al-bo-whore, sex work could be in your ancestral memory, Danny would say helpfully.
And I thought about my name and the way that Danny pronounced it but I am sure that isn’t what the rabbi said my last name meant on that afternoon I got married on a November day the weather with hints of global warming was in the ’70s the beech trees flaming red and gold and I thought in that moment I have to write that down.
I have to remember what the rabbi said my last name means.
But I didn’t write it down and now am left with the trace of the memory. It didn’t mean whore I am sure of that though I can’t reconstruct what the rabbi said the name did mean. Still I am sure of what it didn’t.
And yet sitting in the bar I felt that being a whore wouldn’t be so bad.
That all the other work I was doing for money was feeling kind of whorish anyway and so would working a barista job feel too if I could figure out how to foam the milk and make the expert designs in the crema that make the whole coffee drinking experience complete, what wasn’t whorish in our market economy?
And my thoughts drifted some more and would have drifted forever but then they found their way back into the ex-dominatrix’s story as it was winding down and the ex-dominatrix suddenly became full dominatrix again as she stood there aflame like those beech trees and dominated the room with some kind of source of inner light. And I thought of all those johns from all those years that she was paid to be a bitch. And imagined them forming a bridge that led from the candlelit bar into somewhere indescribable and I would walk across that bridge on her voice and on this story to a place where I would find my own Virgil who would be waiting to take my hand and guide me for to tell you the truth:
I have been too long in this hell without a guide.
And as I was imagining this bridge that led to my Virgil, the dominatrix had a different take on this long line of johns reaching to infinity:
In every place I ever worked I would find something in at least one of those johns to love,
she said or words to that effect and then just stood there shining
as the cave was becoming a bar again. The mastodon who had been listening to every word better than I had done and had been nodding his elephantine head was now fading into the candlelit grey walls and the ex-dominatrix stood there for a moment, so powerful, and maybe even more powerful than any time in her past career when she had wielded a whip with expert talent and flashes of love and she stood there allowing the applause from the audience
to fall upon her gently like that rain that L.A. has been hoping for
for so long now, and essentially, in this moment at least,
you could say the drought had ended.
for Shawna Kenney, who gave me her book … and yes, I promise to “Whip the words good!”
~ note ~
Allan Aquino
FOR YUMI SAKUGAWA
inkings and instincts: i touch you, yumi, through screens, through
wall posts and blog pages: in such modern times, i know not
when i’ll see you, hear you, or kiss you: i’m with you online,
flinging away all chaos to post the candor that cures our
lonesomeness. i’m with you when you awaken in odd,
familiar homes where your radiant hands shake off
girlhood traumas, defending all youth. (what a
smile you gift us, to divert our misery!) i’m
with you, with whatever my quiet corners
can share, show-and-telling how genius can’t
take itself seriously: your pictures offer us truth’s
labyrinth, your words, a reminder for us to know our
shallowness. pureness weighs heavily, yumi, because
our defenses tense quickly, madly, when we see we’re not
as good as we’d like to be: how easy you make it seem, to fly
on after falling, to give without losing, to dream without sleeping.
~ note ~
Chanel Brenner
TO THE FRUSTRATED MOTHER IN STARBUCKS WITH HER THREE-YEAR-OLD SON
Don’t worry, this will end.
One day, he will stop hitting you
when he’s mad, his hands swatting
at your face like a short-circuited robot.
One day, he will stop throwing himself
on the pale cement
and thrashing his head like a punk rocker
when you tell him, No.
Someday, he will even stop running out the door
every time he sees a pigeon
bobbing its mangy head down the sidewalk,
leaving you to spill your coffee
and chase after him down the street,
grabbing his shirt
just before he steps
into moving traffic.
You probably won’t notice that he’s stopped.
You’ll be too busy helping him trace
his upper-case letters,
playing game after game of Roshambo,
and listening to his knock-knock jokes.
You’ll be too busy answering his questions,
Mommy, Can I tell you something?
Mommy, Can I have gummy bears?
Mommy, Who was the first person on earth?
You probably won’t remember
how you thought that it would be easier
when he turned three, but it wasn’t.
Why do they call it the terrible twos?
You probably won’t remember
until you see another mother struggling
with her three-year-old son,
her jaw tense, her hand clutching
his arm too tight as he grabs
her splintering blonde hair in his
freakishly strong fist
and pulls. Then you will remember
how you wanted to escape
and how you felt like it would never end.
By then, your son will be standing still
in line beside you, ordering an Iced Caramel Macchiato
his large hands hanging at his sides.
Only now you will remember
him small in your lap,
his hand tight around your finger,
the other one pointing at a balloon,
Mommy, Boom!
~ note ~
Brendan Constantine
RED SUGAR BLUE SMOKE
My power animal is prehistoric, so far
undiscovered. I wait for its bones
to be found. I’m not hopeful;
it was drawn to bright lights
and may have stood directly under the meteor,
blue head cocked like a microphone. I have
twenty-eight teeth and can’t decide
if I’m a predator. I once killed a story
with tiny cuts, then buried it
under a tree. The guilt fed and sheltered me
for half a winter. My new landlady
is an astrologer/real-estate-agent who
refuses to say if my home can be trusted
with secrets. Her favorite nail polish is
a shade of dark red called ‘Girl Against
The Whole Damn World.’ I wonder
what color says, I left my drink
next to an identical one and now I can’t tell
which is mine? Tomorrow is a blue vein
in the back of your hand. This isn’t a figure
of speech but a fact of nature, like ink. Tomorrow is
also a powerful animal with undetermined markings.
Indeed it’s probably camouflaged somewhere
nearby. All we know for sure is it will be
eight letters long, the last resembling
a pair of fangs.
~ note ~
Brendan Constantine
FROM THE BIG BOOK OF GAMES FOR GIRLS
Place your head in the split
of doll’s house, so you can look
out a window like a doll.
Tell yourself a child is coming,
one who loves you, who will
move you, give you her voice.
Wait for her. While you wait
try to read more from this book.
It won’t fit in the house.
You must leave, get heavily
to your feet and rub your chin.
Now you’re the girl.
Look in the windows, pull
the house apart; the doll is gone.
Go, check the neighborhood.
It’s awful outside: bright grit,
the weight of shine, your face
held down like a doorbell.
~ note ~
Jack Cooper
L.A. RIVER
I like how the mallard ducklings
goofy and weak
waddle up the cement incline
then slide into this runoff
of lawn sprinklers and car washes
and how the great blue heron
seems to be teleported here
from the Jurassic
to look for extinct species of fish
but mostly I like the way
the little birds
fly in and out of the barbed wire
with only a smear of water
to keep them singing
~ note ~
Alejandro Escudé
GREEN FELT PANTS
Just beyond the entrance to Knott’s Berry Farm
where hundreds congregate to plan what rides to ride
what shows to catch is a group of mentally challenged young people,
most rolled in on wheelchairs, one of them screaming as his caregiver,
a Native American man with the large-eyed face of a saint,
strokes the screamer’s hair and lathers sunscreen on him and holds his hands
and speaks to him in his ear, the screamer could be as young as eighteen
or old as twenty-eight I can’t tell though there’s another intellectually disabled man
standing patiently as the others get ready who is wearing high-cropped green felt pants
and a tidy yellow polo shirt; he appears calm though a little perplexed
and he is strange standing there with his feet perfectly together,
hands in his pockets, waiting for the others in wheelchairs and their caretakers,
the head caregiver a Latin woman clutching a pink cellphone and decidedly in charge
of this group I’m watching who will not yet commit to move further into the park
and I am waiting for my wife and children to finish the line and a ride
on this very crowded day so now I’m feeling a little disturbed watching
those who will need care forever, those that will never have children or a job or a spouse,
who will never even have the satisfaction, as I’ve recently had, of quitting a job
that was much too stressful to find myself at this amusement park
which could serve as a stand-in for life itself, the complex absurdity of it all,
watching these disabled individuals make the most of it
as the one who screams continues to recite his piercing scream,
something between a wolf and small child a wolf-child,
as his beautiful saint-friend rubs his face and leans over
to say something to him I’ll never know and will never have to know.
~ note ~
Alexis Rhone Fancher
THE DRACAENA PLANT IN MY APARTMENT ON BEACHWOOD DR.
1.
when I see I’ve overwatered it again, I jab
the turkey baster into the rust-colored runoff
before the water spills over,
onto the hardwood floor.
in our mid-town apartment,
the harsh light sears the spiky leaves.
it reminds me of summer,
when you left me here on Beachwood Dr.
and I shot Demerol
my rust-colored blood backing up in the syringe,
the same pierce of yellow light,
the sharp spike breaking my skin.
2.
I remember what you said about overkill,
how I could love a thing to death.
my jaundiced face mirrored
the ailing yellow of the dracaena’s tired leaves,
the green of it, peaked. off-color.
my sad visage the hue of drowning,
the flood of the Demerol too much like
pleasure.
3.
the dracaena hides a stain
on the hardwood floor in the
shape of a man. A murky, splayed patch
between the closet and the bed.
since you disappeared, some nights
I lie down on that stain,
my body mimicking the way I’d lie
on top of you, arms and legs akimbo.
I imagine you, oozing out
onto the hardwood, a mess.
Under duress,
the landlord admitted that a dead man had lain there
till long past rigor, seeping fluids
like an overwatered plant
till he and the floor had organically
merged into one.
~ note ~
Alan Fox
TODAY
We met in rooms
for the very sad time
the home we shared
for thirty-odd years.
Our tears were not
for all we had lost,
but washed against
all that might have been.
~ note ~
Jack Grapes
ANY STYLE
Lord, I’m 500 miles from home,
you can hear the whistle blow a hundred miles.
—Peter, Paul, and Mary
Driving west out of El Paso,
the sun coming up behind me,
I look for a diner or roadside café
off the main highway.
Maybe I’ll just follow those dust clouds
that cars coming the other way
leave in their wake.
Maybe it’ll be
just a scratched Formica counter
and a waitress wearing
jeans and a T-shirt.
“Eggs any style,” I tell her,
waiting to see if she gets it—
the joke, I mean—but she doesn’t.
“Anything on the side?” she asks.
“Yeah,” I say, studying
the menu as if it were
that calculus final I barely passed.
“Yeah, gimme the bacon,
the hash browns,
… you got grits?”
I look up from the menu
and admire her frontage.
After seven hours driving
in the dark, then heaving away
from the sun, the mouth waters
for the old breakfast roadside
standbys: toast, butter,
greasy bacon and eggs.
And frontage.
The urge rises from my toes,
through my stomach and into my chest,
the urge to reach out and touch them,
those well-fed breasts
inside that hefty bra
inside that white T-shirt.
“Yeah,” she says, moving the eraser
of the pencil back and forth
behind her ear, “we got grits.”
“I’m up for grits,” I say,
making the word grits sound
like I’d already eaten a mouthful.
She shifts her weight from one leg
to the other, writes on the pad,
then says it
—what I came in here for
in the first place,
not the food,
but to hear her say the words:
“Three eggs,
any style,
side a bacon,
side a hash browns,
side a grits.”
I almost swoon,
almost lean
across the counter
and place my head
between her breasts,
almost blurt out that I love her,
that I’ve been loving her
all night long—
loving her as I drove through the darkness
on this two lane highway
filled with nothing
but tractor trailers
and 18-wheelers
and tank trucks and boom trucks
and freight liners and box vans,
two-ton stake trucks
and Scammell ballast tractors,
not to mention the flatbeds
and the pick-ups,
all heading west,
just like me.
I want to tell her
that I love her
right now, here in this diner,
thirty miles west of El Paso,
and will always love her,
love her to my dying day,
love her any style,
side a bacon,
side a hash browns,
side a grits.
But I don’t.
The sun’s already breaking
the water glasses on the counter,
rousting the silverware,
dashing the flies to the floor
where they languish in the heat.
Five-hundred miles to go
before I hit L.A.,
before I take the big curve
where the I-10 turns north
under the overpass,
and heads up the Pacific Coast Highway,
white beaches to my left,
brown cliffs to my right.
Five-hundred miles to go.
“Yeah,” I say, “that should do it,
and gimme an order
of wheat toast, butter, jelly,
jam, marmalade with those
little pieces of citrus fruit
and rind, and coffee,
thick black coffee,
coffee that’s been sitting
in the pot for days,
just bring the whole pot,
and sugar, lots of sugar,
and cream, lots of cream.”
Then she sticks the pencil
in her hair behind her ear
and looks at me, finally.
“Mr. Poet,” she says,
smiling as the sun
begins to creep up
across her face.
“Yep,” I say, relaxing
onto the stool
and putting both elbows
on the counter,
“I’m Mr. Poet,
and I got
lots of poems,
any style you want,
side a bacon,
side a hash browns,
side a grits.”
~ note ~
Ron Koertge
A SURPRISE VISIT
She appears during my office hour, says a name,
and asks if I remember her son.
“Victor. Sure.”
“Did you know he died?”
That makes me sit up straighter. “Jesus, no.
I’m so sorry.”
She shows me a handful of poems written
in the lilac ink he adored.
“He wrote these in the hospital.
Were the other students kind to him?”
“It was a good class.”
“He talked about it a lot.” She grips a double-strand
of pearls. “I promised him I would stop by.”
I stand to shake hands. Then walk her to
a door that opens to the usual pandemonium:
the insults and flirting and threats of the living.
~ note ~
Ron Koertge
DEAR CITIZEN,
That letter you received last Tuesday, the one with
the official seal, was not meant for you. We hope
you have not read it.
We know you like to put things off. Perhaps
the letter is lying on that yet-to-be-paid-for coffee table
with the coupons and bills?
We hope so! The letter was meant for another citizen
who resembles you in many ways, but who is not you.
Only you are you.
Destroy the letter now! You do not have to drive
to the Fortress. A note will do. No one will come to
your house with a Taser. No one will hurt Sasha,
who is a good dog. We trust you.
If you have read the letter, well, it disturbs us that you
know more than you should. A little knowledge really
is a dangerous thing. Any knowledge, really.
You have been a good citizen up until now, the tapes
show that. Do you know how to forget? Let’s try that
first. Before the other. Simply put the matter out of
your mind.
Continue leaving for work at 7:50 every morning and
walking Sasha in the evening after dinner and before
the curfew. Once you’re sure you have forgotten,
write and tell us.
We know how difficult it can be, remembering
to reassure us that you don’t remember. It’s a fine
line, isn’t it? But it can be done.
Others have, and most are living happy and productive lives.
~ note ~
Deborah P. Kolodji
FOUR HAIKU
sharp words
her holiday collection
of cookie cutters
cosine of an angle
he changes political
parties
lottery tickets
with the wrong numbers
terns
Gone with the Wind
an empty pillow
on the window seat
~ note ~
Lester Graves Lennon
CROSSING OVER
The Angeles Crest Highway’s mountain curves
swing beauty close to canyons with death as chaser.
Some are caught, crosses mark the crossing over.
One mountain boulder marked our neighbor’s son:
his motorcycle swerving through blind curve,
his helmet helpless against granite will.
His mother crossed our street to share the news,
Eugene O’Neill’s moon mother heroine,
sun-leathered skin, sun-streaked eyes marked with loss.
~ note ~
Ruth Madievsky
PARAGARD
I was in a lecture hall, explaining how the copper IUD works,
talking about how metal ions
change the intrauterine environment, making sperm
swim all gimpy like they’ve had
too many drinks. I was trying not to notice
the dark shoving my head
in a toilet, the way three months earlier
it cannonballed into my grandmother’s CT scan.
It hid within her kidney like the plastic
baby inside a King Cake,
and then it was nothing like a King Cake
once we found it in her lungs, liver, and bones.
I was using words
like cervical mucus and nulliparous.
I was thinking about the body
and its mousetraps.
How the copper IUD
does to fertilized eggs what the body should
but doesn’t do to tumors,
which is to say, prevents them,
either from forming or implanting—no one knows exactly
how it works, but it does. I want to
believe in the elegance
of chemicals
and the elegance of the person
mixing the chemicals,
but I know there’s only so much dark
you can pass
like a kidney stone. Medicine
can’t promise us anything, can only
paddle from one buoy
to another, maybe
harpooning the shark or being eaten by the shark
or shooting cannons at swimmers
and becoming a bigger problem
than the shark.
~ note ~
Risa Potters
IN MY MOTHER'S THINGS
specifically, in one of the old recipe boxes she kept in the kitchen pantry,
was a poem. Soon after she died I went through her kitchen,
carefully opening each drawer, and like an eavesdropper I inspected shelf
after shelf, getting to know her intimately through the objects I found.
I separated the dishes to be kept and the pots and pans to be given away.
In a large and beautiful antique cabinet she kept in the dining room,
I found her silverware. I opened the lid of the dark mahogany box
lined with burgundy-colored velvet, and remembered
how often I had polished each piece before a party, rubbing them with
a soft cloth until they shined, getting to know them.
It is astonishing how objects can hold memories,
how you can be lost in them, just by looking. Feeling the weight of
the knives and serving pieces in my hands, the small and large forks
and spoons, some tucked in soft pouches to protect them
from scratching, the memories were all there, among the silver.
Recently, I heard the story of a Buddhist monk who came to America and,
when presented with a fork, had no idea what it was, or how to use it.
Coming from Tibet as a young boy, he had never seen one.
What would he think of the box of silverware and the many
sets of dishes carefully wrapped, waiting to be used?
In the front of one of the dusty boxes marked Recipes
was the poem. On an index card, mixed in with the recipes
she hoped to make one day, some torn from the newspapers she read daily
and the hand-written she copied from memory, the poem was there.
My mother thought it belonged there, in the box, loosely filed with the rest.
Written by my grandmother, my mother’s mother, it was printed
on newsprint and she had cut it out and taped it to an index card
so it would fit the box. It had the caption, Read my poem from
our News and Views, written in my grandmother’s hand. I think she
must have been referring to the Jewish rag put out
by the Community Center in Brooklyn, and I noticed how both
their handwritings, my mother’s and grandmother’s, looked the same;
I had to look carefully to tell them apart.
I picture my grandmother sitting at her small table in the
middle of the main room of her small apartment in Brooklyn,
perhaps after a night’s sleep, writing the poem.
In it, she talks about sweeping her hair from her eyes and
I see her soft, beautiful white hair, not yet braided, and her sleepy eyes.
When I visited her, she would ask me to help her put her hair up,
and I would brush the fine strands, braid them and pin
the braids to her head, like a crown. And then, I would help her
fasten her large corset, before stepping into her dress, as she bent forward
to position her large breasts inside the cups; there were so many hooks,
they went down to her waist and when she took it off, after a day
of being cinched in, the body that had been tightly secured inside
its stiff bones became itself again, able to move.
The poem is simple, just a few lines, but in it,
I know her; I know her struggles, her dark thoughts and,
most of all, her courage. In the poem, though her name
is not written, is her mother, my great-grandmother and namesake,
tragic in her own right; I feel her there; I feel her struggles.
My own mother, who endured a motherless childhood, is there, too.
In the courage of those few lines, I can see the months of pain and
separation away from her children, hoping to find relief from
the depression that plagued her. My grandmother suffered deeply;
manic depression is a cruel companion. She was removed
from her home for months at a time, hidden from her sadness,
relieved of her duties, relieved of her life, until she could return.
You never know what you will find in a recipe box.
Amid the recipes filed loosely, mixed in with the cakes and pies, there was
her poem. But where in the box do you file sadness? Where does that belong?
And, in this short poem, there is also me, not yet born, but struggling
to free myself from the depths of a sadness passed down
from generation to generation of women, each one rising slightly above
the rest. Many generations in four lines, that’s all, a prayer of sorts,
that’s all it is, heartbreaking and hopeful.
~ note ~
Raquel Reyes-Lopez
THE DRAFT OF A MESSIAH
I’m not sure what sounds escape
when a false messiah sings. If lips
part gently, while tongue pushes
out noise that mimics semi-truck
collision, or if it’s a burst of two-
hundred hummingbirds fluttering
at the same time.
So when my mother asks for me
to sing to her, as blood runs down
her nose. I can’t. There’s not a note
etched onto my skin that reads off
a hymn of salvation.
In her delusions I am a messiah,
something supernatural that can fix
everything, and my human fragility
is muted. I cannot cut at lower back,
pull out, and beat my liver into hers.
My mother’s voice eventually cracks
after repeating over & over, “It hurts.
Everything hurts. Save me. Why won’t
you save me? Help me.”
I sing out doctor, medicine, ambulance.
Words that sting. She realizes I am false
messiah, a draft of a prayer unanswered,
but somewhere in my eyes she sees a glint
of daughter lingering.
It’s enough for her to hang on, enough
for her to mouth out daughter over &
over. In tears I reply, “Mother, mother
stay with me,” while wiping her blood
away with my sleeves.
~ note ~
Luis J. Rodriguez
LOVE POEM TO LOS ANGELES
with a respectful nod to Jack Hirschman
1.
To say I love Los Angeles is to say
I love its shadows and nightlights,
its meandering streets,
the stretch of sunset-colored beaches.
It’s to say I love the squawking wild parrots,
the palm trees that fail to topple in robust winds,
that within a half hour of L.A.’s center
you can cavort in snow, deserts, mountains, beaches.
This is a multi-layered city,
unceremoniously built on hills,
valleys, ravines.
Flying into Burbank airport in the day,
you observe gradations of trees and earth.
A “city” seems to be an afterthought,
skyscrapers popping up from the greenery,
guarded by the mighty San Gabriels.
2.
Layers of history reach deep,
run red, scarring the soul of the city,
a land where Chinese were lynched,
Mexican resistance fighters hounded,
workers and immigrants exploited,
Japanese removed to concentration camps,
blacks forced from farmlands in the South,
then segregated, diminished.
Here also are blessed native lands,
where first peoples like the Tataviam and Tongva
bonded with nature’s gifts;
people of peace, deep stature, loving hands.
Yet for all my love
I also abhor the “poison” time,
starting with Spanish settlers, the Missions,
where 80 percent of natives
who lived and worked in them died,
to the ruthless murder of Indians
during and after the Gold Rush,
the worst slaughter of tribes in the country.
From all manner of uprisings,
a city of acceptance began to emerge.
This is “riot city” after all—
more civil disturbances in Los Angeles
in the past hundred years
than any other city.
3.
To truly love L.A. you have to see it
with different eyes,
askew perhaps,
beyond the fantasy-induced Hollywood spectacles.
“El Lay” is also known
for the most violent street gangs,
the largest Skid Row,
the greatest number of poor.
Yet I loved L.A.
even during heroin-induced nods
or running down rain-soaked alleys or getting shot at.
Even when I slept in abandoned cars,
alongside the “concrete” river,
and during all-night movie showings
in downtown Art Deco theaters.
The city beckoned as I tried to escape
the prison-like grip of its shallowness,
sun-soaked image, suburban quiet,
all disarming,
hiding the murderous heart
that can beat at its center.
L.A. is also lovers’ embraces,
the most magnificent lies,
the largest commercial ports,
graveyard shifts,
poetry readings,
murals,
lowriding culture,
skateboarding,
a sound that hybridized
black, Mexican, as well as Asian
and white migrant cultures.
You wouldn’t have musicians like
Ritchie Valens, The Doors, War,
Los Lobos, Charles Wright &
the Watts 103rd Street Rhythm Band,
Hiroshima, Motley Crue, NWA, or Quetzal
without Los Angeles.
Or John Fante, Chester Himes, Charles Bukowski,
Marisela Norte, and Wanda Coleman as its jester poets.
4.
I love L.A., I can’t forget its smells,
I love to make love in L.A.,
it’s a great city, a city without a handle,
the world’s most mixed metropolis,
of intolerance and divisions,
how I love it, how I hate it,
Zootsuit “riots,”
can’t stay away,
city of hungers, city of angers,
Ruben Salazar, Rodney King,
I’d like to kick its face in,
bone city, dried blood on walls,
wildfires, taunting dove wails,
car fumes and oil derricks,
water thievery,
with every industry possible
and still a “one-industry town,”
lined by those majestic palm trees
and like its people
with solid roots, supple trunks,
resilient.
~ note ~
Lynne Thompson
THE CURIOUS ADOPTEE
I’d like to find her.
Compare notes.
Which of us got lucky?
I’d like to know
why? My parents
could have been
hers but something
fell through—as in
the rabbit hole,
as in next in line?—
step up to somebody’s
game or the funny papers.
Or, nothing fell.
God just said
“oops.” He’s only
God, after all.
When it was said
& done, I was in
so she was out;
out of luck
or lucky?
~ note ~
Amy Uyematsu
I WISH I'D SEEN MY NISEI FATHER DANCE
Before the war nisei were so much cooler
than we sansei kids give them credit—
after all they could listen to Meiji-farmer folk songs
and siblings practicing violin and shamisen
while finger-snapping to Glenn Miller, Benny Goodman,
and Old Blue Eyes on the radio.
Dad swears the girls were prettier in his day—
he drove a tan convertible, thanks to a father
who got rich selling flowers in the ’30s,
with extra pocket money that got him
into trouble with poorer yogore,
his Boyle Heights friends protecting him.
I’ve been told my father was popular
among the girls—not for his looks,
but because he could really dance—
the swing, fox trot, a mean jitterbug.
Was he ever called a “jive-bomber”
or “cloud-walker” for his nimble feet?
Dad was going to school in Chicago
when Japan bombed Pearl Harbor
and within 24 hours, the FBI
was escorting him
from the college dormitory
to a train back to California.
Lucky for him, he didn’t stay long
in Manzanar with his family.
He worked potato farms in Idaho,
got into college in Lincoln, Nebraska,
met my 19-year-old mom, prettier
than any girl he’d ever danced with.
And after the war nothing could
stop the nisei from still having their dances—
not new babies and bills, neighborhoods
that wouldn’t let them move in. I’ve seen
the photos, Dad and Mom all decked out
in wide lapel suit and full-skirted dress.
~ note ~
Charles Harper Webb
THE NEW HUMILITY
So the last will be first, and the first last.
—Matthew 20:16
At first, jockeys rein their horses in.
Then they make them stand still
at the gun. When everyone does that,
they back up—at a walk, first; then, a run.
Workers try to earn the least, drive
the worst car, and dive deepest into debt.
Fashionistas vie to wear the shabbiest
clothes: coarse fabric, bad fit, full of holes.
When those holes get so big the clothes fall
off, people compete for Worst Body—
fattest, flabbiest, skinniest, most
malformed. People wear sores as kings once
wore jewels, until the point is reached
where hideous is beautiful. Then the trend
must be reversed—the fewer blebs,
fat-rolls, scars, humped backs, the better.
Football teams have lost so many yards,
points-given-up seem like points gained.
Horses lose more gloriously by running—
faced forward, all-out—in the wrong direction.
People forget they ever ran a different way.
~ note ~
Charles Harper Webb
ICE
was Granny Clark’s cure for all ills.
Ice for a banged forehead or skinned knee.
Ice for headache, sniffles, fever. Ice
for chills. For bruised feelings, a drink
from the icebox, as she still called it.
In the old days, she explained,
people chopped ice from lakes in winter,
and stored it in ice-houses underground.
Twice a week, the ice-man brought—
swinging from tongs—a sweating
block, and plopped it in the box.
She’d hoped to be an ice-girl, then.
Now—kids grown, husband fled to a bank-
teller with frosted hair—she rocks
on her porch, and sips iced tea, and thinks
how Eskimos would feed
an old, sick Grandma special herbs.
“Thank you for spending time
with us. Return in a nice new body soon,”
they’d croon, entrusting her to ice.
~ note ~
Mari Werner
OSCAR
My answering machine received a call from a machine that said it had an important message for Oscar Rivera. It told my machine it should hang up if it wasn’t Oscar. My machine just sat there and kept recording. Didn’t seem to even consider hanging up. Then the calling machine said that by staying on the line my machine was confirming that it was Oscar Rivera. My machine still didn’t flinch.
Now I’m wondering if maybe it really is Oscar Rivera. I never asked it if it had a name or offered to give it one, but now I think of it, the name kind of suits it.
The calling machine seemed to think that Oscar Rivera owed it money though, and I’m pretty sure my answering machine doesn’t owe anyone any money. But then again, I have no idea what sort of life it may have led before I brought it into my home. The people I ordered it from said it was brand new, but how would I actually know if they were telling the truth.
But then I thought maybe it doesn’t really matter. So what if Oscar has a past? Don’t we all? I told it, “Oscar, don’t worry about it. You’re here, the past is past, and I wouldn’t even think about ratting you out. And besides, it’s nice to know your name.”
~ note ~
Cecilia Woloch
SELF-PITY
So few birds I know by name—
bluejay, cardinal, sparrow, crow,
pigeon and pigeon and pigeon again.
This morning I woke to the thump
of soft breast, frantic wings against glass—
female robin, I thought, confused,
mistaking her own reflection
for some other, enemy bird;
launching herself from the limb
of the dying tree outside my window
toward the ghost limb—there; not there.
My sister calls all birds suicidal.
Our mother sits in her big green chair,
too weary, even, to talk on the phone.
All afternoon it’s rained and rained—
all the damp world weeping, so I’ve thought.
Self-pity stinks, my mother says
and says, You should see me naked now.
Her body a map of the broken world
through which I slipped, and my sister, once.
Well, I would eat ash if I thought
it could bring back the dead,
or my own youth, or anyone’s.
Nothing gets done around here, we complain,
but I’ve learned a few trees by heart:
Here is my sycamore, Mother, Sister,
here is the branch I have loved like an arm.
~ note ~
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CONVERSATION BETWEEN BRENDAN CONSTANTINE AND ALAN FOX
January 24th, 2016
Studio City, California
FOX: I read a blog where you talked about a conversation happening outside of your window on the street or a parking lot …
CONSTANTINE: Oh my gosh, that’s right. I’m trying to remember the details of that. There were two men arguing and one was struggling to find a simile. It was a timely reminder of the importance of poetry, or rather an emotional vocabulary.
I have to say, I get a lot of inspiration from just going out and pretending I’ve never been to this planet before. It’s a great way to remember just how absurd, strange, beautiful, and unlikely everything is around you. If I can stay in that childish frame of mind, in that place of possibility where you watch somebody get into an elevator, the doors close, then open again and five people come out and it occurs to you “That’s where you go to become five people!” Or you cut your hair and more grows out and you cut your hair and more grows out and you deduce, “The human head must be packed with hair.” If I can practice daily astonishment, I find that I’m a little more pleasant, patient, and forgiving. You never know what you’re going to hear outside your window. Sometimes it brings a whole world with it. I’m trying to remember exactly how that went down. I remember writing about that as it happened, but I can’t remember …
FOX: They were arguing about a parking space …
CONSTANTINE: Yes! The first thing I heard was “It’s not religious, it’s my goddamn parking space.” It really got quite heated. Then it would sound like they were working it out, this one guy kept trying to compare the situation to something but he couldn’t find a metaphor, and then one of them would say something like, “I mean there has to be some justice somewhere in the world.” [all laugh]
FOX: We publish an annual book of children’s poetry, and I find that around age ten or so children are just so open. A three-and-a-half-year-old: “Rain is when they turn on the sprinklers on top of the moon.”
CONSTANTINE: And I know writers that would kill for that kind of invention. That’s one of the reasons I still work with kids. I do love teaching, but it kind of frightens me. I feel like I’m closer to the source with kids than when I’m in a college classroom, though. I think it’s also because right about the time that I start thinking I know everything, I get a kid like this girl I worked with a few years ago. We were doing a very standard writing prompt, asking them if they weren’t themselves, what or who else would they be? And this girl said she’d be a diamond. And I said, “Oh my gosh, why would you be a diamond?” And she said, “Well, because diamonds can really dance.” The adult in the back of my head started to correct this, “Oh honey, you know, diamonds don’t …” But I stopped myself. And she looked at me, and she could tell that some sort of contradiction was coming, and she said, “Can’t they?” And I had to go, “Yes, they really can, can’t they?” I thought, Don’t argue, stupid; she’s right!
There’s one of those apocryphal stories about writing, I can’t remember who the author was, it’s been attributed to so many, but the interviewer asked, “When did you start writing?” and the interviewee said, “When did you stop?” I’m certainly not the first to observe that writing—and in particular poetry—may be a byproduct of adolescence for people and whole cultures. Howard Nemerov said of poets, we all tend to be a touch “Peter Panic.” In a classroom full of kids, anything can and does happen.
Can I digress on one other thing that happened just last week? Looking at a poem with seventh graders, a poem by Harriett Mullen called “Wipe That Simile Off Your Aphasia,” in which she draws these wonderful similes, maybe twenty of them down the page. Things like, “As horses as four, as fax machine as you might expect.” It ends on a line like, “As never as this.” And I said to the one group of kids, “What do you make of this? Is she playing with us? Is she just pulling it out of the air? Do any of these have a real gravity?” And two of the children really liked this line or that line. But this one boy said, “No, she just went on the internet and used a word generator. It doesn’t mean anything; she got a computer to write that poem.” And I said, “Well, that was an okay guess, but when she wrote this people weren’t using computers that way.” And he thought and said, “Well … maybe she’s from the future.” [all laugh] Who can argue with that? I wanted to see if I had Harriet’s address and tell her. Maybe she’d look at her own work and think, “That’s it! I am from the future.” [laughs]
FOX: There was a line at the end of A Few Good Men, “We have an officer on board.” I just have to say, we have a poet on board for this conversation.
CONSTANTINE: Well, bless you, thank you for saying that. I’m intrigued. I’m honored to be the subject of an interview, but I’m curious … I’m thinking maybe Helen Vendler was all booked up? Why did you think of me?
GREEN: Well, this is an L.A. poets issue. I’ve been in L.A. for twelve years now, and you’ve always seemed to be at the center of the L.A. poetry scene, doing readings, teaching in schools, hosting events, all the things you do. You’re probably the most active poet in L.A. And that was my opinion, then I asked some other people without bringing you up, and most of them said you, too.
CONSTANTINE: Good heavens, wow! I wasn’t fishing. I didn’t know. I thought maybe we were doing an “All Bald Writers” issue or something. [laughs] It’s an interesting time for Los Angeles. You can always make the statement that poetry is underserved, but at the same time I think we’re at a level of excitement that in my experience we’ve not really seen. Not only do we have a lot of readings, but, just in the period of time that I’ve been involved, social media has changed a lot. I came into poetry at the end of mimeography as the means of telling people you had a reading. But now our ability to let people know that we have readings and events … some nights we’re crowded with too much choice. And then, ironically, still in Los Angeles you can go to these events and it’s three or four people. It’s not packed. But there are four, five events in the night within the county, at art galleries, and certainly the coffee shop reading has endured. I’m reading tonight at a pub in Woodland Hills that I’ve never been to before. I understand it has a thriving scene. And I’ve got readings going into next week, and a number of them are at places I’ve never been to before. I don’t know whether they’re affiliated with a poetry group or what. But there’s a lot going on right now in L.A. Suzanne Lummis broke that wall for us, one of the only of our poets to get into the New Yorker—maybe her and David St. John. A couple have actually made it into Poetry magazine now. Our poetry festival is getting bigger. We have our Laureate. We had a wonderful start with Eloise Klein Healy, and now Luis Rodriguez has been spreading good works. He just did a reading with John Densmore of The Doors. There are more schools teaching poetry programs than ever before.
FOX: Why do you think this is happening now in Los Angeles?
CONSTANTINE: I would like to think that churning away, as we have, for the last twenty years or so, that by being available, that people have noticed it. But it may be as simple as what I noted earlier, just the access that we have to each other. It may be like one of a number of other things that has seen a renaissance by virtue of having ways to communicate that we never had before. When you think about it, we will probably never see a cult movie like we did in the ’70s and ’80s. For something to have a cult, it required that there was a small group of people that felt isolated, as though they were the only ones to appreciate a thing. And now, even the most obscure film or punk rock band has fans that can communicate and assemble 100 people at an event. They all know where to find each other in a way that they haven’t before. I’m reticent to say that it’s Facebook that did it for us, or that it’s any one thing, but our access to each other has certainly made a huge difference.
FOX: What impact has the internet had on poetry?
CONSTANTINE: I think you’ll get very different answers from different poets. I know that I have friends and colleagues who would say that it’s really not all for the good. I just had a conversation with a poet I can’t name, who was very angry because they felt that the internet was flooded with lots of mediocre poetry. Now that anyone can put a badge on their shirt that says “Poet” and communicate with other poets and have all this great access, the world, the media, the “readers” are overwhelmed with bad work, and thus can’t find or recognize where the “good” work is. That is a paranoia I don’t share. It’s an argument I’ve heard, over and over, that bad poetry somehow diminishes our joy and plight. That if the “bad” poets are allowed to publish, it destroys connoisseurship. I don’t see that to be the case. I think that every great artist, like every great art critic, will die ignorant of most of the good art in their time. That’s been true of virtually every generation. I mean, why else does it seem that half the work that ultimately “comes to define a generation” is discovered posthumously.
FOX: So you wouldn’t believe in a Gresham’s Law for poetry, that the bad drives out the good?
CONSTANTINE: I don’t think so. At least not for long, relatively speaking. If our desire is to see the art we love acknowledged in our lifetime, or in the lifetime of the artist, then sure, that often doesn’t happen and thus it can appear that bad art overshadowed good. Happens all the time. I’ve even had a literary agent say, “Kid, I can’t do anything for you unless you’re dead.” [Fox laughs] “Once you’re dead, I can guarantee some sales. Especially if you die tragically. And if you take two or three people with you, you’re sitting on a gold mine!” That’s certainly true, and there is a frustration. We might find ourselves saying, “Here are the artists I admire; here is other stuff that I think is crap. The crap is getting all the attention; I can’t believe I’m going to die without anyone appreciating this stuff over here.”
My experience of poetry is, time and time again, to see poets that were obscure suddenly rise to some sort of distinction and be celebrated. And a lot of other stuff (Louder? Brighter? Popular?) receding into noise, falling away. It sorts itself out. If you’re lucky enough to live a good long life, you’re going to see most of your cherished profundities reduced to trivia, and virtually every banality celebrated. But the converse is also true. So I have to believe that this atmosphere of excitement over poetry—which is national, perhaps global—is not a bad thing.
Sure, you’re going to see a lot of crap. And I would not presume to identify for you definitively what that is. I can’t necessarily point at a poem and make a case why you should not read it. I can say it doesn’t speak to me. I can say where perhaps it looks to me that the writer might have gotten an idea from somebody else or didn’t pull it off as well. But I can’t talk you out of that poem. A lot of criticism totally loses me when that’s its aim. If it just concentrates on the experience of being a reader, then I’m interested. I’ve also come to so many good parties late. Discovered art that, on the first two or three go-rounds, I looked at and dismissed, and then saw it in a new light, and said, “Oh shit, I’m so full of myself. I never saw there was gold here!” I remember being emphatic about why I thought it was crap at another time.
I’ll give you an example: There was a book of poems … I don’t want to say the author’s name, because even in the best light it could be taken wrong, and I admire this writer. But there was this writer who had a book of poems that a handful of friends passed to me, and I couldn’t penetrate it. I would look at the poems and think, “Why would you spend time with this? I don’t understand …” I think I started to feel actual resentment. Maybe because people I admired were really into this work, and I felt left out. I would look at a line and the writer would say something, and I would think, “Oh my god that’s just so self-conscious! You did this instead of what … anything else? You could have watched caterpillars age or something; you could have cleaned the house. It’s just wasted time!” It got to the point where I would see this writer’s work and I would begin to fume. I would go off to my keyboard. I would start to write a poem that refuted everything their poems said. If this writer said, “I walked all night,” I would go write a poem that said, “You did not walk all night!” And then one day I realized, “Wow, that writer has sent you to the keyboard more consistently than anybody whom you claim as a genius. You just think you’re pissed off, but what you are is inspired. What you are is motivated. What you are is compelled. You feel as though you’re in a dialogue with this person in a way that you can actually feel. But that’s not true of everybody on your top shelf at home.” I realize now that I owe this writer; I owe them quite a bit. I went back through the poems and started to savor all my distress. And now when I see this writer’s name, I’m excited. It was humiliating—in the best way.
I do think connoisseurship is important. We must have it, and we must have good criticism. The merits of art need to be discussed endlessly. At the same time, I think one could write many PhDs on whether or not connoisseurship is possible without cruelty.
FOX: Hmm.
CONSTANTINE: Whether it be the dismissive cruelty of, “we’re not inviting you to the club second season,” whether it’s a passive cruelty. But I don’t have it in me to, as we used to say in the early part of the century, to “vote anyone off the island.” [Fox laughs] I can’t get there, to tell someone they can’t come anymore. We have a great forum for condemnation these days, and none for restitution. I’m most surprised by some of the conversations that we’re still having. Now, with a handful of artists in the media for various transgressions, we’re back to whether or not an artist’s character should be part of how we evaluate their work.
We know that there are plenty of celebrated, indeed “foundational” artists who have behaved in despicable ways, and the debate over their merit, whether the art vindicates the artist or just itself, has really ramped up again. I don’t know what to make of it. I’m sort of stunned by it, because it seems to be gaining a kind of traction. Some folks saw a mural of Bukowski painted on the side of the Mint Night Club on Pico, and there’s been this small campaign online saying, “Anyone who would be that awful to women and children should not have their face painted on a building.” I get it, I do. But once we start down that road, once we start insisting our artists be role models, well, we’re not going to have too many artists left. It’s going to be you and Pat Boone.
There are so many correlatives by which we attempt to measure art, as though it was something we could measure. And when we’re at a loss for how to measure it, sometimes we start looking to measure the artist. That way madness lies.
FOX: Brendan, since I assume you don’t put what you want in a bottle and throw it to the whim of tide and current, what is the role of feedback in your writing.
CONSTANTINE: [laughs] My father had a conversation with Lonne Elder, the wonderful writer who gave us Sounder, among other things. Elder was saying to my dad, “Don’t listen to your reviews. Don’t listen to them. Not because of the bad ones, but because one day someone’s going to come to you and say: ‘I love your work, I love everything you’ve ever done, oh my god, you are my favorite artist—you and the guy who writes Three’s Company.’” [all laugh] Oh no!
There’s another story I like about Nemerov, whose Collected Poems in 1975 started to scoop all of these awards, and the phone just kept ringing. He won a National Book Award, a Pulitzer, I think, by the time it was over with, and supposedly after receiving one of these phone calls giving him the good news, he’s said to have put the phone down and smiled and said, “Ah … overrated at last!” [all laugh]
How do I deal with feedback? With a grain of salt, always. Sure, it’s hugely motivating to hear wonderful things about your work. And I have to be honest, I’ve been talked out of stuff because there was praise at the end of it, and I’ve also been paralyzed by negative feedback. I’ve never gotten good at it. At the same time, I’ve also been saved from things.
I had an amazing exchange that I still talk about with you, Tim, on a poem that Rattle took. [laughs] It was one of the best exchanges. You guys had sent me one rejection, and I love when I get actual feedback in a rejection, rather than the little Xeroxed slip of paper that was cut up and has the standard, “Good luck placing your work elsewhere”—which is open to interpretation. I remember one poem and you said, “Wow, we really enjoyed reading this and it was a lot of fun,” and I swear to god you said something like, “but we realized at the end of it that there wasn’t much there.” [all laugh] And I kept looking at that poem afterwards, and it was like it had its own little couch that it would sit on and brood and stare at me. We’d look at each other and I’d say, “I can’t tell if there’s much there or not … stand up, turn around, sit down … well, maybe they’re right, I don’t know.” But then there was a poem you took, and it was a poem where I really felt exposed. There were certain aspects of it that I really wasn’t sure about, because it had a cadence that I thought might be taken as hostile or cruel. It was a poem called “So God Will Know You,” and the speaker keeps talking about killing a dog. It was a risk, and I had included it in my submission to you as an afterthought. And that’s the one you took. Somewhere in our exchange you said, “We’re taking this poem because it’s just so strange and we like reading it to each other.” And I responded with something like, “Well I’m just thrilled to know that it’s any good.” And you said, very frankly, I swear to god, you said, “I didn’t say it was good! [all laugh] We said we think it’s just really weird and we can’t stop reading it, but don’t take our approval of it as any endorsement.” And I thought, wow, finally somebody is being honest about this. Somebody’s taking a poem and thinking, “I don’t know, it looked good in the pile!” Because when you’re making an anthology, I’ve come to appreciate that the editor isn’t just thinking, “That’s a pretty one, and that’s a pretty one.” They’re making perfume. Things have to fit and go together. Lilac and rose and magnolia are all great, but if you put them all together it may just be chaos. This is at least what I tell myself when I get rejected. [laughs] They’re making perfume; perhaps they didn’t need any rose in there. But it is that way, and of course I’ve also learned over the years, and I can’t say this is advice that I always take, but I have students who will come to me and say, “I sent this off to this magazine and they hate me.” Well, now, they don’t hate you. They have plenty of reasons.
So sometimes feedback is a motivation, and sometimes it a tremendous distraction. I haven’t gotten good at it. The best feedback, of course, the grand prize, your Oscar, the closest thing we have to that, the most successful you’ll be as a poet is to run across somebody who says, “You wrote this thing and it stayed with me.” That’s it. That’s as far as you go. There’s no license to practice; there’s no green room. It ain’t the Prairie Home Companion, as nice as that would be. It’s just running into somebody or getting a letter. I got a nice one the other day, a guy said, “I enjoyed your work so much, I cursed you out loud.” I thought, “Ah, a writer!” That’s as far as it goes. But I’ve come across editors who’ve rejected work because they didn’t like the font, and they regarded Times New Roman as an insult. I’ve come across contest moderators that wiped out whole swaths of submissions because all of them had used the word “murmur” and misspelled it, and that was their entire day in court. I guess I’m answering the question in relation to publishing, largely, and right there I’m already committing a personal sin, because I’m always talking to students about, “Don’t confuse a poem’s readiness with publishing. Those are two different subjects.” A poem may be done and it may not have a home anywhere. It may just be its own thing. You’ve got a draft that’s as true as you can make it, and just because it isn’t necessarily suitable for the Chiron Review or something doesn’t mean that it’s not done.
We’re at a point right now—I have noticed some of the conversations—we have a kind of career poet that I’ve not seen before. I was just talking to a friend of mine, Cecilia Woloch, about hearing poets say things like, “Last year I was writing a lot of surrealism because that’s what the magazines were taking.” You were writing for the magazines? That’s what you’re doing? “I was going to put this line in here, but I thought the tenure committee might see this piece.” Whoa, wait a minute! We’re talking about poetry here. Really? But I guess so; I guess if it’s working for them. I tease my father all the time because it was assumed that I would follow him and be an actor when I was a kid. I was even trained for it, and then at some point I decided not to pick it up. The truth is, I accidentally took a whole bunch of dope for about ten years—it was an accident. [laughs] I was addicted to just about everything. When I got sober, I just didn’t pick up acting again. My father was like, “Oh thank God, you won’t know about the rejection, the heartache, the inflated expectations …” I said, “No, I’m a poet.” He grabbed his heart, “Jesus, how did you find something worse than acting? Are you out of your mind?” He just kept shaking his head, “You realize, if you’re a success, you’ll be a bum.” So the idea that somebody would turn to poetry as a big money-making career choice, something to fall back on if acting, comedy, and the accordion don’t take off like they should, or that whole resurgence in carbon paper that’s just around the corner … Actually my family is hugely supportive of what I do, and my father is a huge fan, and is proud of me. But nevertheless I’m kind of stunned. It’s just one more place where you get reminded that your reasons for doing something are not the only reasons for doing something. It means a million things to a million different people.
FOX: You mentioned that you’re terrified of teaching. Say more about that.
CONSTANTINE: Teaching scares me. I think for some of the standard reasons that a lot of teachers share, which is that you’re going to be exposed as a fake, and that you don’t know anything. The high school where I’ve taught for a good ten years, the Winward School, rejected me as a student in 1978. [laughs] And now I teach there, so that might add to it a little bit. I was fortunate enough to lead classes at Loyola Marymount, and I’ve taught in tons of volunteer programs. I’ve been fortunate enough to work at orphanages, with the Alzheimer’s Poetry Project, which is an amazing entity. But it does frighten me. Some of the reasons are certainly vanity, that I worry I’m going to commit some huge faux pas and make myself look like an idiot. It’s just, I guess, performance anxiety. But I’m also afraid of doing a disservice, and of wasting anybody’s time. When I go into a classroom, really I’m just hoping that everybody’s going to want to write and enjoy what they’re writing. I’ve never been able to go in there with the agenda that you have to break everybody’s spirit and wear them down, and you’re doing them a service, saving their asses. Maybe one of the reasons it frightens me is that I know there is no more persuasive instructor than falling down publicly. Since I’m not going to go into the class and say to anybody, “Stop, don’t write that! Write it this way.” I’m quite the opposite. If somebody does something on the page and I’m thinking it’s not working, I’ll say, “Well, maybe you might want to go this way, and there’s also this argument to be made, but you have to make up your own mind on this.” I’ve always been softer with that. And sometimes I do get really scared that all I’m doing is enabling and I’m not making anybody stronger. I’m not raising anybody’s game. That I’ve just created an environment where everyone can have all of their worst habits enhanced. I believe that there are two kinds of students with whom you can do nothing—this is not my maxim, either, it’s one I got somewhere else: the student who does nothing you suggest, and the student who does everything you suggest. You want the one in the middle, the one that’s going to listen but make up their own mind. I’m constantly saying to students, “Make lots of mistakes. Keep making mistakes. Believe in your heart that your worst writing will always lie ahead of you.” [laughs]
We’re always teachable; it always changes. The truth moves. So as a teacher, I just want to motivate; I just want to go off and delight in it and do lots of writing and students to feel good about it and do more of it. And find something like what I’ve found in it. I guess that has to come from a sense of one’s life that there have been a few times when you thought you were doing really good for somebody else, and then you realized, no, you were attempting to run their life, or you were working against them and not for them. Perhaps this also connects to something we were talking about earlier, in the climate of poetry right now, and how exciting it is that nationally there are more schools offering creative writing programs than at any time in the history of our language. There’s a great deal of criticism brought to bear on that, for much the same thing that I’m nervous about in my own classroom, which is that, I’ve heard it observed that MFA programs have become mills and that we’re turning out a lot of sameness. That schools are churning out good writers while actively working against producing great ones. And the one thing that I hold onto when I’m frightened of my teaching is that it’s never been my responsibility to produce a great writer. You can’t produce a great writer; no school has produced a great writer. Great writers produce great writers, and chances are they don’t know they’re great writers in their lifetime. So you just put it out there and do the best you can, and to get as close to the mark that you’ve set for yourself, which is the North Star in the oldest sense of that analogy, in that the ancient mariners actually lined their ship for the sucker—they never thought they’d reach it, but they knew if they didn’t aim right for the star, they’d never get home. And it’s that kind of a deal. Human experience absolutely can’t be described. You will never do it. You will get close. Sometimes it will maybe feel for a few seconds like you got really, really close, but it’s always going to be the star that’s clearest when you’re looking right next to it and not right at it. Otherwise we would have one nude painting. There would have been only one, an artist would have went, “Nailed it! That’s it, I’ve solved art!” We’re just not there. We haven’t run out of paint or naked people. We haven’t run out of flowers; we haven’t run out of mountains or songs.
FOX: Tell us about the Alzheimer’s Poetry Project.
CONSTANTINE: That’s something I’m thrilled to be involved with in any way—and I don’t mean to create the impression that I’m at the front of anything. I have been fortunate enough to conduct some poetry workshops under their direction and guidance. That program was started by a man named Gary Glazner, an East Coast poet—I think a lot of people might know him from hosting the Bowery Poetry Club out in New York. A sweet, kind man who started to create a poetry writing project for eldercare centers. And he found, through a series of trial and error and research, that there were ways that he could present poetry not just as an entertainment and a time-killer but as a really practical and useful means of dialogue and therapy. It involved a number of different approaches and a surplus of projects that you take with you into, say, the community room of a hospital, and for an hour at least it’s a way to engage everybody in the room through poetry, and even get some writing done. Doug Kearney and I met at a restaurant with Gary to discuss this project, and he told us about this approach—he told us everything. Everything from how to walk into a classroom, how to say hello, the kind of eye contact to make, to the kind of poems you would do, the questions you might ask people. Then asked if we’d be interested in participating in this. Doug and I said, “Yeah, this sounds great, we’d love to come with you sometime.” And he said, “Great, I’ll get the check!” And we said, “What?” And he said, “Why do you think I chose this restaurant? It’s right around the corner from a center. We’re going right now.” And he marched us that fast. Twenty minutes later he’s got me and Doug Kearney—beautiful poet—arm-in-arm, dosey-doeing in the middle of an old-folks’ home, singing, “Tiger, tiger burning bright, in the forest, in the night!” He had us in the palm of his hand—and an entire room full of people, some of whom when we walked in felt distant and lost at sea somewhere, were clapping and smiling and, for that hour, we had added to the sum of light, if you will. That was a really good hour for everybody there. Some who were pretty engaged and could keep track of their days, and others who would have no memory that the thing had taken place two hours later. But for that period of time there was that sense when we walked out of there that we’d done something good. We’d created a space of—here’s a word I’ll never get used to—positivity. We created a circle of light.
With that particular North Star, I started to go back to various eldercare centers and conduct workshops that were almost identical to this one. In trying to come up with new prompts, Gary has put together a wonderful website full of materials for people who want to get involved in this work. It is much simpler work than you might imagine. I very strongly recommend that folks check out alzpoetry.com. You don’t have to have a degree to do this. He’s produced little anthologies of Romantic poetry and other kinds that work really well with groups. Since then I’ve gone and sought out various eldercare centers, and with what he’s taught me I’ve gone and offered it in different places. When I went on my last cross-country tour, I would stop in certain towns and try to find out if they had an eldercare center there. Do they have time and want someone to come into the community room and take the folks for an hour? In Arizona and New Hampshire and a couple of other places, I walked out of a building having engaged people that hadn’t spoken all day, and suddenly I had a poem with their lines in it.
That’s another thing, because poets tend to forget that we’re not our target market, and we never were. We’re so used to going to poetry readings and the only people in the room are poets. We forget that we’re not writing this for us; we’re writing it for anyone that needs an emotional vocabulary. That’s who you’re trying to engage. So be it hospitals—I was just at Walter Reed last month, working with some of our vets. If anyone needs an emotional vocabulary, it’s folks coming back from Afghanistan. That’s who needs a special way to talk about special things. This is my third Nemerov quote, but “to see invisible things and say unspeakable things about them.”
So the Alzheimer’s Poetry Project is an incredible and immediately satisfying way to see this in action. The great question that Dr. Gioia attempted to address, can poetry matter—does poetry matter? I don’t know, it seems to. I can’t give you a mathematical theorem that proves that poetry matters to a society, but I have watched sick people get well. I have watched confused people find order through it. I’ve seen restoration. As is often talked about now in relation to PTSD, you don’t get over it, you find a new normal. I’ve seen people find a path to the new normal through the order of poetry and the way that it brings the velocity of experience to the stillness of art. So we can get around it and get a look at it. I’m giving you very long answers to these questions, I apologize …
FOX: No, there’s a lot of wisdom in what you say, and much enthusiasm. You quote your friend Ed Skoog as saying, “Metaphor is a gateway to compassion.”
CONSTANTINE: Yeah, I don’t even know if that’s his quote, I just heard him say it. And certainly that’s a principle—I was just talking to a group of high school seniors about that. I have to believe if you can tell me how the couch feels or what the couch is like, and you have some agency with being able to do that, how does that not ultimately at least open the door to compassion and empathy? Valéry is ruthlessly quoted in saying that poetry presents “a language inside our language.” I certainly don’t go into a classroom full of kids with the illusion that they’re all going to become poets. I mean, god forbid, somebody’s got to eat! [laughs] In the same way that I’m talking about in saying that poets are not the target market, I do think that the tools of poetry, the really easy ones that are on top of the toy box—simile, metaphor, hyperbole, image, personification, a sense of rhythm—all of those are practically useful skills. Those represent part of the means to that emotional vocabulary, so that any student who has an agency with those things doubles their means of self-expression. They have this other way to appraise. “I need this now because I’m hungry.” Well, how hungry are you? “I’m hungry as …”
I was at Hillcrest Correctional Facility in San Mateo, working with some kids—they didn’t steal a car. These kids had pretty serious jackets, and Hillcrest, at least at the time, was something of a waystation, and these kids were just killing time before they were going to maximum security. So most of the young people I was in the room with had taken a life or tried to. I’m running through my spiel, and one kid raised his hand, and the guards, I guess they knew something about this kid, folded their arms, and the kid said, “Excuse me, what the fuck is the point of this stuff?” And he had me. How am I going to tell somebody who may never get out of prison that this is worth anything? In much the same way that I’ve been talking to you today, the only thing I had was that this is one more way, and in my opinion the best way, to make a point. To get it across, whatever it is. And I said if you’ve ever felt like nobody understands you, in my experience—I’m not a therapist—but you’re probably right, nobody does understand you and they may never. This, in my opinion, is the best bet I’ve ever encountered. There’s a big difference between saying, “I feel bad my friend died,” and saying, “It’s like an entire library just burned down.” That, I can start to get a grasp of, and I can start to see where you’re coming from. There are two examples I’m thinking of, where Chekov said, “Don’t tell me that the moon is shining, show me the glint of light on broken glass.” And I think of a slam poet named Guante who says, “Don’t tell me there’s a war, show me your brother’s empty room.” This is how to show somebody the empty room. This is how to get a little closer to whatever it is that’s driving you nuts. This is the way to give it a color and a shape and a texture and a sound. I think what won him over was saying that on the page you might actually create something that somebody cannot stop thinking about, even after they’ve looked away. By the end of that day, he wrote this incredible piece. Of course, the facility was such that they couldn’t send me home with copies. But I remember coming away thinking, “I may still be a fake, but that guy was not gonna write that before I came into the room.” I don’t know if he’d ever seen whales or been to the sea, but he wrote this amazing thing about standing on a cliff and seeing whales break and brought out this incredible emotional complexity in a few simple metaphors about something unreachable, that was beyond capture.
Maybe that also retroactively speaks to why I can get scared. What if I blow it? This could be hugely powerful; this could be hugely enabling. This could make all the difference. I was a terrible student. They didn’t call it ADHD then; they just said I had a lot of potential. I had a great deal of potential. So I did not read a book for the pleasure of reading until I was about seventeen. I read The Maltese Falcon. I was failing high school at the time—it was a boarding school. There were just so many things that were more interesting than a classroom. But for some reason I was able to follow Dashiell Hammett, and I inhaled The Maltese Falcon, and then walked around—literally, to teachers and students alike—saying, “Have you tried reading shit? This is amazing! I’m seeing pictures in my head!” But I came to it very late, comparatively. And then for years I read voraciously, trying to get my hands on all things. And poetry fascinated me. I knew there was a lot to it that I didn’t understand. You don’t know what color the boat is if you’re on it. You have to see it in that same way that it’s only an island if you look at it from the water. It took me a while to realize that my parents had framed poems on the walls. Mom was dedicated to the works of Auden and Gerard Manley Hopkins and Kenneth Patchen in equal measure. Dad loved anything that he could recite walking from one room into another, so Shakespeare worked great for bursting into a room, but so did Edith Sitwell. I look back and there was always poetry around, but I hadn’t really noticed it. What made the difference, and why poetry—how I knew that poetry was it—was that there were all these other things in my life that I couldn’t quite give my all; I could give them my almost. It was assumed I would be an actor, and I wanted to be an actor, but when I really had to get into the science of character development and subtext and learning huge pieces of dialogue, it got to be too much work and I backed off. I loved photography. It was the only class I passed in high school, but when I had to get into the mathematics of light density and whatnot, I backed off. Martial arts were incredible until the third karate lesson and then I didn’t follow through. But poetry, after it got difficult, after the encouragement dried up, after I had my ass handed to me, I kept doing it. I kept at it and kept at it, and thought, this is the thing. This is it. This is where we’re happiest. This is the thing that makes the most sense. This is the organizing principle. This is the cognitive prosthetic that allows me to walk. It’s been poetry all this time. So when I say that I can’t get all up in arms about the bad poetry, it’s not because poetry doesn’t matter to me. It’s all I want to do. I love writing poetry. I love reading poetry. I love your poetry. I love reading poetry out loud. I love discovering things about it and meeting other poets and seeing where they live and what they eat and what movies they like and their different traditions. I’m fascinated by how and where it evolves in other cultures, and to my astonishment, it seems to evolve in every culture that has a language.
Fascinatingly, in those exceptional cultures without a poetic tradition, that is, without a special use of language dedicated to art or worship, there is often a higher metaphoric currency in their common usage. I don’t mean they speak poetry all day, but there are cultures where metaphor, hyperbole, personification and meter will all be present in a given sentence—in a description of the weather, perhaps, or noting the time of day. I’m not an expert, but this is how it appears from my seat in the bleachers.
Another thing that intrigues me is how every culture that does have a tradition of poetry has a name for it that means something slightly different. In Greek, for instance, a poem is something made of language, and the poet is the “maker” of that thing. From what I understand about Mandarin, poetry is a reference to temple language, or temple words. In some Arabic dialects, the word for poetry actually refers to an act of perception—it means “to perceive.” In Farsi it is a kind of spoken song. We’re all talking about the same thing, but we have these little differences, and as far as I’m concerned they are all accurate. They are all facets of the same mysterious diamond.
I think it’s also important to remember that poetry always predates the “job” of poet. It begins with the everyone, the whole village. And its aims are often confined, a way of celebrating either the sky or the gods that live there or the tribal leader, a way to adore those things. And then somebody pushes the limits and makes it a little bigger and becomes the vessel of tribal history. If you push it a little bit more, then you can add other things. In Rumi’s time we’re told love poetry was forbidden, so he had to disguise all of his love poems, make them votive. So the boundaries are moved and poetry gets bigger and bigger in each culture.
Once it moves from a spoken language to a written language, you’re just off to the races. It gets huge. Because now you’re not confined to the forms that are easiest to remember, now you can make it truly complex and put it all over the “page” and upside down, and have complex mathematics involved, and poetry gets bigger and bigger and bigger, and now we’re here. Now it’s 2016, and there’s a precedent for almost everything. To the point, again, where it’s really difficult for us to say, “That’s not a poem.” I think it’s an exciting time for poetry, because it’s never been harder to say, “Here are the rules, immutably.” Sometimes all we have is the poet’s own assertion that something is a poem. In the last years I’ve seen poems in the form of legal dockets, transcripts of black box recordings, and insurance claim forms. Whatever else you might say of them, they inspire huge debate. Does it have whatever we demand from poetry this year? We can only decide for ourselves.
Do you have any dogs or pets?
FOX: We have grand-puppies.
CONSTANTINE: What kind?
FOX: One big, one little.
CONSTANTINE: Great, and yet they all get to stand under the sign that says “dog.” You go to somebody who’s never seen one before and put a wolf next to a Chihuahua, and—what do you mean they’re the same thing? Chihuahua, husky, they’re all dogs. They’re all poems. This one’s tiny; this one’s real big. Well, you didn’t like that one, try this one. [laughs] This is an anecdote that’s not going to go anywhere, about this vet that got run out of a small town. They’d had a series of robberies and the neighbors had a watch meeting and they asked him what the best dog for home security was, and he insisted everybody get a Chihuahua. And they said, “Really, is it because they’re sensitive and they bark a lot and are protective?” And he says, “No, a Chihuahua is the best to get because when it dies you won’t care.” [all laugh]
FOX: I think that’s a perfect place to end.
CONSTANTINE: Well, thank you so much for making me comfortable, and for letting me babble away like a river!
FOX: Absolutely!
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CONTRIBUTOR NOTES
Poetry
Stephen Bett: “I’ve been writing poems since age fifteen, over 60 years ago. I’ve published in a couple of hundred literary journals around the world, and have seventeen books in print internationally, and another three books coming out in the next two years.”
<stephenbett.com>
Christopher Citro: “In 1968 Tommy James finished work on his next single for the Shondells. Stumped for a title, he stepped outside on his terrace for a smoke. He saw the Mutual of New York building across the skyline with its name in lights and boom got the title ‘Mony Mony.’ In Syracuse we have a sister to the NYC MONY building, and it flashes the time above where I used to work. One day heading to the newly opened Tim Hortons on my lunch hour for a decaf coffee I looked up in the sky and boom got this poem.”
<christophercitro.com>
Tiana Clark: “I agree with Terrance Hayes: ‘… everything is a metaphor for sex.’ This poem evolved while unpacking my religious upbringing by converging the sacred and the sensual, the holy and the profane. Ranier Maria Rilke said ‘… the artist’s experience lies so unbelievably close to the sexual, to its pain and its pleasure, that the two phenomena are really just different forms of one and the same longing and bliss.’ When I decided to stop writing out of fear, the mist began to rise when my pen slid across the page. This is why I love to write poetry—because of the steam, that ineffable cloud that embodies the nebulous memories inside our minds.”
<tianaclark.com>
Peter J. Curry: “In his memoir, The Words I Chose, Wesley McNair says that ‘poets are menders of broken things.’ When I think about the poems I’ve written, I see they come mostly from that impulse—to mend something, or to bring some kind of order to an obviously broken world.”
<peterjohncurry@gmail.com>
Jennifer Givhan: “The cheerleaders glittering in front of me as I sat down at a picnic table beside the mountain lake with my notebook ready to write my evening poem at the writers’ workshop—it was a different life I lived when my dreams were pinned to dance instead of poetry, but not really. That’s what this poem hopes to capture. It’s the same dream that makes us cheer or fall or write, isn’t it? The cheerleaders still had much to teach me, after all these years.”
<jennifergivhan.com>
Nancy Gomez: “Poetry helps me to make emotional sense of my life. Each poem is a struggle to clarify something I don’t yet understand. ‘Deadbeat’ came to me with the line, ‘you’re more romantic now that you’re dead.’ That line is no longer in the poem. What remains is the idea that we carry the ghosts of those we’ve loved both before and after they’ve died. ‘Supernova’ grapples with my experience of grief as something both tangible and immeasurable.”
Chris Green: “Frost said that actuality and intimacy is the greatest aim an artist can have. My intimate and actual experience swimming with a dolphin in Mexico seemed like a poem from beginning to end. I hope I conveyed at least a bit of the art that I felt.”
<chrisgreenpoetry.com>
Nora Iuga was born on January 4th, 1931, in Bucharest, Romania, and made her editorial debut in 1968 with the collection of poems It Isn’t My Fault. Her career has spanned more than four and a half decades. Soon after her first book, under the accusation that her work disseminated “morbid eroticism” and would have a bad influence on the young generation, Iuga was banned by the communist censors from publishing fiction and poetry; her books were also withdrawn from public libraries and bookstores. Since then, she has published fifteen collections of poems.
Felicia Krol: “I write because my brainthoughts are made of words and they need somewhere to live when I’m not thinking them anymore.”
S.H. Lohmann: “I have always considered myself to be a textbook extrovert, processing everything out loud, and often learning what I’m thinking as the thoughts are coming out of my mouth. In some ways, living among so many introverted writers, I prided myself on this. But poetry has taught me that I have an emotional gestation period after all, and more importantly, that the pause, however short, can be essential to the work. I tried writing this poem a hundred times within the year after experiencing the event—unsurprisingly I was too close, too deeply involved. Everything became flat and contrived, reduced to a grisly headline or a muted expression of shock. Time and space made new connections, opening the experience up to a larger framework. I’ve since written this poem again and learned something else: like good conversation, like family, like grief, my poems are never the final word on anything I’m feeling or thinking, but rather a constantly shifting thing to nurture, fight, and live in.”
Susan H. Maurer: “I started writing poems at eleven or twelve, thought it sort of a shameful activity, best closeted. Bill Kushner found out my secret 30 years later.”
<sumaurer@hotmail.com>
Diana Manole: “Some years ago, I sent Adam Sorkin an email, asking him if he’d like to translate my poems. ‘I’m busy,’ he replied, ‘but send some and we’ll see.’ The result is a continuing collaboration, across two of my collections, Nora Iuga’s book, and other Romanian poems. We’ve never met in person nor talked on the phone, but we conspired over and over in our love of words, attention to nuances, and time-consuming but rewarding perfectionism; in the process, Adam has grown into a dear friend, and co-translating with him has slowly but surely become one of my biggest joys. Or maybe a survival strategy. A note on the poem: The name that Iuga gives her character Istovitu derives from an adjective for weary or exhausted.”
<dianamanole2013@gmail.com>
Sarah McKinstry-Brown: “I’ve wanted to see my work printed on Rattle’s pages ever since I read my first Bob Hicok poem, ‘Elegy,’ in the journal (circa 2003). Hicok’s poem was written in one long stanza with these incredible line breaks, and reading the poem felt a lot like driving along California’s infamous costal highway 101. At night. In dense fog. I know because I’ve driven that highway before under those conditions, my hands at ten and two, gripping the wheel, praying the whole way. I guess that’s how I feel a lot of the time when I’m writing anything that’s worth a damn—it feels dangerous, but I know I have to do it if I want to stay alive and find my way back home.”
<sarah.midverse.com>
Robert Nazarene: “I wrote my first poem at age 50. I’ve never been to a poetry class. I prefer to be a pseudo-intellectual rather than a garden variety intellectual. All the props and none of the heavy lifting. My family is, naturally, ashamed. But I haven’t had to drink over it. Yet.”
<robertnazarene@gmail.com>
Pedro Poitevin: “When, during sleepless nights with an infant son in my arms, I discovered that I was too constrained to do the kind of mathematical thinking I was used to, I began writing palindromes and posting them on Twitter. Shortly thereafter, Aurelio Asian challenged me to write palindromes in meter and form. I did, for a while, but meter and form eventually liberated me from my bidirectional straitjacket. These days, I occasionally even write in free verse. (I suppose poetry measures my freedom.) I write poetry because doing so helps me exercise a form of attention, one that benefits from varying degrees of freedom and constraint.”
<@poitevin>
Bill Rector: “My poems are asymptotic curves that approach, but never reach, what I wish to say. But sometimes the approach is close enough for the meaning to be glimpsed. ‘Autumn’ was written after the death of my daughter.”
Adam J. Sorkin: “My self-translation into a translator was totally fortuitous: In the spring of 1981, a colleague at the University of Bucharest where I was an American Fulbright lecturer asked me to go over her versions of a Romanian poet, and it brought back a younger self who wanted to be a poet rather than a scholar. I haven’t stopped since then as I explored a wide range of contemporary Romanian poets. I’d translated some of Nora Iuga’s poems prior to my starting to work with Diana Manole, who is a good friend of Nora’s, so I knew right away that we had to turn to Iuga’s poetry.”
<ajs2@psu.edu>
Bro. Yao (Hoke S. Glover III): “I usually arrive to work early and read and write while most of the world is still silent. Though I teach, what I write still seems like a secret. Poetry for me is the refinement of some balance between the internal wordless world of human cognition and the empire of language. At this stage of my life I’ve lost most of my belief, but each morning brings some new thing. I’m learning to trust the sunrise even when I cannot answer its questions or share what it gives me with the rest of the world.”
<freeblackspace.blogspot.com>
Angelenos
Resa Alboher: “I was born at Kaiser Sunset in 1962. Grew up first on Graves Ave., then on Victory Blvd. in Van Nuys to a dedicated L.A. Unified High School English teacher father (Grant High for most of his nearly 50-year career) and what was at that time called (but on the wane) executive secretary mother (both parents transplants from Brooklyn and the Midwest by ancestral way of Russia and Macadonia) in an apartment filled with books. My road took me on a line east to New York then St. Petersburg, Russia, then Moscow, with many trips back and forth through the years to Victory Blvd. And then with my parents both gone after my Russian expat life collapsed spectacularly, I am back in the now rent-controlled apartment in L.A. This poem, while using elements of fiction, also has something of the heart of truth to it. It is good to be writing in L.A. in my apartment filled with the loving energy of my parents, wherever they are now …”
Allan Aquino: “Though I was born in Chicago in ’74, I have lived in Los Angeles since 1980. I’ve been writing poems prolifically since 1992. My style echoes the lyricism of Carlos Bulosan and Eric Gamalinda, Filipino American poets who profoundly influenced the L.A. literary scene during the twentieth century. My voice, however, evokes my emotional experiences as a Pinoy raised in the San Fernando Valley. My intention is to convey a soul and emotional depth that is largely invisible in a dominant culture that emasculates and dehumanizes Southeast Asian/Pacific men. My kin and I are neither newcomers nor tokens: We are a proud part of a deeply-rooted historical and cultural legacy that continues to define our Los Angeles community.”
<allanaquino.wordpress.com>
Chanel Brenner: “When my older son, Riley, died at age six from a brain AVM hemorrhage, writing poetry and the support of the Los Angeles Poets and Writers Collective helped me survive. I am lucky to live in L.A. among so many brilliant and openhearted poets. Last 4th of July at a parade, I saw a mom and her three-year-old son who reminded me of what it was like when Riley was three. This poem came out of wanting to reach out to her and other mothers about that turbulent age and the unwanted feelings that can surface.”
<chanelbrenner.com>
Jack Cooper: “As one soul in this city, I am moved by its stories and driven by its fury. I am an Angeleno poet not because I live here but because I suffer L.A.’s sadness and celebrate its accomplishments, because I struggle to find who I am, what is mine and where I belong in this city of angels and devils and aliens, real and imagined, in this city, like every city, where life is as much a shared experience as it is our very own. Poetry helps.”
<jcooperpoetry.com>
Alejandro Escudé: “I moved to Los Angeles when I was six years old. Rather, I was brought here by my parents from Argentina. My first memory is Venice Beach. I was scared. As a little kid, I thought the people looked weird and frightening. And they were! But I love Los Angeles. I love it the way tourists love it, which is to say palm trees and movie stars, and I love it the way locals love it, which is to say palm trees and movie stars. And sunsets! Can’t forget about those sunsets.”
<alejandroescude.com>
Alexis Rhone Fancher: “I’m a lifelong Angeleno, and L.A. figures prominently in my poems—the sprawl, the desert heat, the plethora of Beautiful People, the subtle tension between we natives and the transplants, who show up in my city with Big Dreams.”
<alexisrhonefancher.com>
Alan Fox: “I’ve lived in Los Angeles my entire life. During the past few months I have been changing a lot, leaving a marriage of 35 years and breaking previous patterns while I cling to a basic identity which is and always will be that of a stranger visiting this out-of-the-way planet in order to help people by becoming one of us and forsaking both former identity and, possibly, immortality. Once again, with gusto.”
<peopletoolsbook.com>
Jack Grapes: “I moved to Los Angeles from New Orleans in the winter of 1969, looking out of my unfurnished apartment at the rain that lasted for weeks. Welcome to sunny California, I thought. I came west because my comedy partner and I were selected to star in a Saturday morning TV series, but familiar story … it didn’t pan out. But I stayed, working as an actor. For about three years, I was still a New Orleans poet. The humidity was in my bones, and I had trouble writing during the day. Too much sunshine. But gradually the city took me over. I fell in love with the freeways. Ask me how to get anywhere, I knew the route. My friends called me Freeway Man. I drove everywhere. Loved the sense of freedom, the feeling I could be everywhere at once, and nowhere. That’s Elay. I’ve been an Elay boy for over 45 years. From Pico and Sepulveda to Western and Olympic. Don’t fence me in.”
<jackgrapes.com>
Ron Koertge: “I’ve lived in the L.A. area since 1965. Sure, I came for a job, but I’d been to L.A. briefly and it struck me as wonderfully indifferent to what I did, whom I slept with, what I wrote. For somebody from a little town, that seemed like paradise.”
<ronkoertge.com>
Deborah P. Kolodji: “I’m a native Southern Californian, born in Long Beach, a graduate of USC and a USC football season ticket holder. With a lifetime of snowless winters, I rarely write of snow, but instead feed my muse by walking the beaches and botanical gardens of Los Angeles County.”
<deborahpkolodji.com>
Lester Graves Lennon: “I am a native New Yorker who has lived in California 46 years, twice as long as in the Empire State. My soul is home in the Golden State and centered in the Los Angeles megalopolis.”
Ruth Madievsky: “Though I was born outside the U.S., in Moldova, I’ve lived in Los Angeles for most of my life. To be a Los Angeles poet is to negotiate the city’s many contradictions: the lively literary scene and the flawed public transit system that makes it difficult to access; the glamour and extreme poverty that are often just around the corner from each other; the lights and skyscrapers, their beauty and ugliness. The particular imagery of Los Angeles is always making its way into my poems. I love living in this city and being a poet in it.”
<ruthmadievsky.com>
Risa Potters: “It sounds like such a cliché, but the first things I remember when landing in California from Brooklyn were blue skies and palm trees. To my eight-year-old eyes, they were the bluest skies I had ever seen and the palm trees, all lined up in a row along the boulevard off the airport, were beyond exotic. To me, the West has always held an expansiveness that I treasure. The West fits me, and it fit my father as well, who brought us to Los Angeles after falling in love with it so long ago. He drove his blue Buick across the country looking for a radical change from the life we had in New York and then, finding the new beginning he sought, sent for us—my twin brother, mother and I—setting us up in a small furnished apartment a block from Santa Monica beach. There, we spent every summer day walking down the California Incline to the sand and diving into the Pacific Ocean, coming out only to eat tuna fish sandwiches. It was heaven. Since then, I have never taken the California lifestyle for granted. The beauty, the diversity and the ability to be outside every day are things I yearn for when I am away from home. Although I have been to many beautiful places, I am still astounded by the stunning beauty that is right outside my door. From desert trails, to lush California Oaks, there is a landscape here that I use and is my constant, dreamy companion. I am grateful for my father’s vision; he loved it, like I do, and once he hit the California sand, never looked back.”
<risapottersdc.com>
Raquel Reyes-Lopez: “Being a Los Angeles poet allows you to reflect on every aspect of diversity and identity in your life. It urges you to incorporate into your writing what you have lost and gained, origins, and family. I am first generation here. Los Angeles poets have brought everyone from different cultures and age groups together. There are no barriers that stop us from expressing ourselves to one another. I believe no walls should stop Los Angeles poets from writing the uncomfortable because we have an audience that constantly welcomes our truth.”
<raquelreyeslopez.com>
Luis J. Rodriguez: “As the city’s second Poet Laureate, chosen by Mayor Eric Garcetti in the fall of 2014, I’ve read poetry, lectured, and/or facilitated workshops in more than 100 venues in the Los Angeles area, to around 13,500 people, including libraries, schools, book fests, community festivals, graduations, and more. This City of Angels is indeed a city of poets. And these poets do more than just sing the city fantastic. Many draw attention to the social gaps, the poverty, the police killings, the deteriorating schools, mass incarceration, climate change, homelessness. They are bards of beauty and bounty, even when these are lacking. And they often point out viable ways out. Poetry is the essential soul talk we rarely find in this society, where most words are to inform, instruct, or to sell you something.”
<luisjrodriguez.com>
Lynne Thompson: “I was born and raised and have lived most of my life in Los Angeles. I write poems that reflect the history of the city—what is discarded and what is kept and why. When the answers elude (as they always do), I write other poems that reflect the questions that haunt me—where I’ve come from, where I’m going, what I’ve lost along the way. When the answers elude, the ocean always consoles.”
Amy Uyematsu: “My grandparents settled in Los Angeles between 1910 and 1920, and I was a post-World War II baby boomer—so I’ve seen this city go through many transformations. One thing that hasn’t changed is the Pasadena Freeway, with its small, curving lanes and beautiful mountain backdrop. When I was a high school senior, I got to drive that freeway from Sierra Madre to downtown L.A. for Saturday night dances with several hundred sansei (3rd-generation Japanese Americans). You could say I learned how to drive on that freeway.”
Charles Harper Webb: “I consider myself an L.A. poet for the very prosaic reason that I’ve lived in and around L.A. for more than half of my life. As a long-time professor of English and creative writing at Cal State Long Beach, I’ve helped to turn a number of fine poets loose on the world, and am pleased to take part myself in the local literary scene. As the editor of Stand Up Poetry: An Expanded Anthology, and two earlier Stand Up anthologies, I helped to define and call attention to an entertaining, reader-friendly style of poetry that grew up in L.A., and still flourishes here. I’ve lived in L.A. for so long that my poems are full of it (L.A.—not, I hope, that other ‘it’). But even more than L.A. imagery, many of my poems have, I think, an L.A. sensibility: casual, performable, leavened with humor. As critic Wilhelm Blogun quipped at a party, ‘As poets go, you’re a Schopenhauer in duck’s clothing.’ How L.A. can you get?”
Mari Werner: “I came to the L.A. area in 1976 when I was 24. I wasn’t planning to stay, but I grew roots and did. I write poetry because of the way it can make a connection between one human and another. And because it helps me stay convinced there’s meaning in all this—or at least be able to laugh when there seems to be none.”
Cecilia Woloch: “I’m a poet, writer, teacher, and traveler, based in Los Angeles but happiest living out of a suitcase. I’ve crossed the Polish-Ukrainian border on foot in the company of smugglers, been robbed by a Russian gang in Warsaw and rescued by off-duty police in Paris. I write poetry because I keep falling in love with language and prose because there are so many stories that haven’t been told. I can build a fire in a woodstove, bathe in a bucket, apply lipstick in a rearview mirror, cut my hair with a kitchen knife, drive a stick shift and pick a lock—these are skills I consider essential, along with good grammar and knowing how to fake it until you’ve learned the steps of the dance.”
<ceciliawoloch.com>
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