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Joseph A. Chelius
STOCKBOY
It was a privilege those first afternoons
to bag groceries for the cashiers
and be sent like a shepherd
after a herd of carts that had strayed
from the pasture of the parking lot—
carts he found adrift on corners,
left to graze at curbs, against telephone poles.
And later, to have the honor
of going out again in his zippered fleece
to clean up the boxes
the full-timers had been flinging
out the back door and into the driveway—
empty boxes of Contadina tomato paste
and Smucker’s jam with broken jars
that brought out the bees
like late bargain hunters to market—
picking over the remnants.
So lucky for him to have been given this job,
his parents reminded him each night at dinner,
when instead of frittering away time after school,
playing touch football with his friends,
he was gaining valuable experience in the work force,
carrying boxes to the squat compactor
in a dank-smelling shed among mildewed pallets,
glancing skyward every so often
as geese flew by in their straight formations,
the leaders sounding remarkably
like the store manager, honking orders,
with him turning a doleful eye toward the stragglers—
wary and uncertain, awaiting the next turn.
~ note ~
Edward Derby
ANDREW DESCRIBES HOW TO SLAUGHTER CHICKENS
You stick the chicken’s head through a hole
in a bucket. There’s no guillotine or ax,
just a little sharp knife to cut their throats,
and you say, “Goodbye little chicken” and slit,
slit, slit. It takes a couple minutes for them to bleed.
Then you dunk them, again and again
in scalding water, to loosen the skin, but
not so hot that it starts to cook them.
Into the electric feather plucker with its rotating
rubber fingers. In ten seconds they’re naked.
Into the ice bath, then the evisceration station.
Cut their butts without getting poop everywhere,
reach inside, all the way up to the neck
and pull all the stuff out. It’s not an anatomy
lesson. You have to go back
for the bean-like glands, the lungs and trachea.
Chop off the feet. Stuff the cavity with ice, into
the freezer. Fifty chickens in five hours.
When the children come around, curious,
you say, “Now go on, you don’t want to watch this.”
But then they kind of hang around anyway.
~ note ~
Heather Finnegan
WHEN I RUN AN ART MUSEUM I WILL FEATURE EVERY ARTIST I'VE EVER SLEPT WITH
Hopefully it will be a lot more by then. I mean,
I’ve already got walls layered with the two painters, print-
makers, and more poets than I’d like to admit, but damn:
Wouldn’t it be nice to pump through eight foot eighties
speakers something other than his bandcamp elec-
tronica and old Dutch recorder. I can
make a whole hive of them, the tall guys who licked honey
from my hefty thighs.
When I run an art museum, I’ll’ve acquired many more
sheets from the past weeks’ orgies. Tie them
all around like canvas to a frame. Say they’re made from mixed
media so no one has to face the fact that’s his hair, her
sweat stain, and someone’s ungendered cum.
When I run an art museum, whoever calls me slut
will not be standing by the nightstand stuffed full of my all
genre’d nudes: The French Classic called Cur-
ator, Seventeen and Read-
ing, the Chokwe call Spirit Guide, the Cubist, With Spit
in Her Hair.
When I run an art museum, yes, I know the woman in the red
sweater will probably say, I just don’t understand
this whole range thing. So when I
run an art museum, I will guide her to the egg
tempera of white tail deer drooling into crabapples, call the string
connecting food to life
every pillow I’ve ever fucked on. Understand?
I’ll ask. And when she says, No
I’ll use my hand to pry open her mouth.
When I run an art museum, I’ll plant
a bee colony around here somewhere to fill every crevice
in her body. They will know her stomach and crowd
her core then float back home. Their little bee dance
will tap out, This is the one
who called you slut, like they think
I care, but really when I run an art museum, I will grape-
vine back to them, Oh bees.
This is not connection
in the art world. And, Go home. And
woman, please don’t cry. I apologize
for the way they behave, those bees, but it’s a quarter
past five and I need to leave.
When I run an art museum, if the red sweatered woman listens
and if I am right ’bout the bees, she will waltz
through the door next day with oversized
shades tucking her cheekbones in bed. She will say, After you
sent me away last night, I slept with my finger
down my throat to feel
less empty and woke to brown puke ’cross the floor.
When I run an art museum, I will not say I told you so.
When I run an art museum, I will guide her sweet
waist to my curatorial office and show her connection
in the art world. Point to the Goya, point
to the Schiele, point to the muqarnas
all the bees revealed. Invite them
to watch as I eat her out. Gold hair blending into pink
and everyone in the room
buzzing, moaning out, I under-
stand. Oh God I understand.
~ note ~
Jim Hanlen
THREE THINGS
I want no tombstone.
Bury me near the fence
close to my friends
under the red leaf tree
not in the Catholic section
where thawed ground collapses.
Don’t hold me down
with some monument.
Sing something sweet.
I’ll listen near the fence.
~ note ~
Zachary Hester
ELEGY FOR THE CHILD WHO DID NOT DIE OF SIDS
or One Sentence in Memory of Shane Lass (1992–1992)
I am terrified of the moment
no one witnesses—not
trees falling in forests
but the glaciers
that lurch along in the nitrogen
seas of Pluto—there’s terror
in something large as Iowa
that swims quietly and unnoticed,
like a star we don’t see turning out
in the night sky above our backyards
as in 1992, when your mother held you
close as a grocery bag, or
a head of lettuce, and tossed you
in the ditch along the road home.
~ note ~
Donna Hilbert
RAMBLER
Brown, the color of dirt
and stick-shift to boot,
but cheap, as new cars go.
First “married” car bought
when our high school
love-mobile chugged to a halt.
“It’s transportation,” said
the husband. I wanted
nothing more than
to be transported,
didn’t want to ramble,
wanted to fly.
On the first solo drive
I couldn’t find reverse.
First Second Third
Onward
not counting the turns
it took to get there.
~ note ~
Ananda Lima
LINE
I inherited from my mother
the knobbly joints and square ends
of my fingers
from my father, I got the habit of biting
my nails
their shortness, the frayed missing skin
had never bothered me
but now I have a son
and he has begun to bite too
In America, I learnt that one can snap
a rubber band against one’s wrist
each time one’s hand reaches up
towards the mouth
By the back of my hand
the rubber band disappears
into the color of my skin
but when I turn and face the inner side
it is a clear division
of my body
The first time I saw a cotton tree
I found it beautiful
the cotton so white in its brown cradle
so soft against the square tips of my fingers
I squeezed the dead flower around it
and felt joy
from hearing it crackle
As children, we had cups full of sugar
cane we chewed on it and spit
out the bagasse
Toothless men ran the knobbly stalks
through a machine, the juice
trickled into our glasses
and the flat piece that came out
on the other side
was put through it again
until everything was gone
the dry split stalk thrown into a pile
limp like blond hair
When I first arrived in America, I didn’t understand
what people meant when they said
with an American accent that they were
Irish or Italian or French
Now that I understand
I asked my mother for a family
tree
She said
she had never thought of such things
and she wouldn’t know much past
her grandmother’s first name
So what I have is my memory
of the faces of my relatives
and my own
When I first arrived in America, all I could see
was beauty
The snow fine like sugar
white like cotton
But now all of it
the beauty, the land, the tired metaphors
just make me sad
Before I left for America, I saw an individual
in the mirror
but today, I see my father, my mother, my brothers
my son
and a man missing skin
from tears on his back
and the man who did it
When I looked this morning,
I tugged on my rubber band
so hard
that it broke
~ note ~
Bob Lucky
IT WAS TOO DARK FOR A LIGHT AT THE END OF THE TUNNEL
I hadn’t been dead for more than an hour but I sensed my life would never be the same. For one, I was going to need a parka or a nice Icelandic sweater because it was getting chilly. I took this as a good sign. I always thought I was going to hell, so unless someone gave me a wildly inaccurate weather report, things were looking up. Just the thought of trying on a pair of wings was almost enough to give me an erection, though I have to say I was getting pretty stiff in general. A pair of wings would be something to take care of. It would certainly be better than polishing my shoes every Sunday morning. And then I felt as if I were coming undone. I was there and I wasn’t there. I saw a policeman roll me over and put his fingers on my neck like they do in the movies, just to see if there’s a trickle of hope running through the veins. “This bastard’s a clinger,” he said, before shooting me between the eyes. I don’t know why.
~ note ~
Herbert Woodward Martin
THAT SUMMER
When I was six and had no knowledge about the intricate working of the world, I wandered carelessly into a lynching, because I saw many people moving toward the center of town. What could have been so popular, that it commanded their noisy attention? Their chaotic voices seemed to call me into the center of their being and before I knew it, there I was standing before this singed body, hanging mid-air like a burned strip of bacon. What could he have done to so outrage the populace, who were guilty of smiling at me daily as I went out accomplishing nothing? When the last participant had gone, a group of elderly black women gathered together and determined he had been caught peeping in the window of a bedroom, and what he had seen meant death. They gathered us around this severe example, so that we would remember this day, and this event. The oldest of all the women, all withered and walking with a cane they say she had taken from a tree far away in the forest of her memory, spoke carefully of what the women must do. She was a thin wisp of skin and bones and spoke with the voice of acquired wisdom. She directed each woman there to put black pepper into the shoes of each boy in the neighborhood, so that no matter what they had done, whenever hunting dogs came after one of them, they would sneeze themselves off the scented tracks and not a single boy would lose their life that summer or any summer after that.
~ note ~
Andrew Miller
THE BEES AND THE LIGHTNING
That was the summer of the disasters.
I would sit in the hospital’s garden,
Studying the obsessive compulsions
Of honey bees that refused to leave off
Molesting the same heads of lavender
A thousand times, their deft riffling arms
Each length and breadth of an eyelash
Doing the deed again, again. Repetition
Is the calisthenics of the obsessive.
Compulsive hand washing is best known.
The clicking light switch is best known.
The closing car door is best known.
Other needs that tape-loop the mind,
Changing small acts to magic deeds:
An alchemy that turns the brain to gold,
The hands to lead. It was only after I was sure
That the same bee robbed the same flower
Twice, I’d turn to the man next to me—
Curly headed, legally committed,
His right hand fumbling to unbutton
His breast pocket to find the pack
Of cigarettes he already held in his left.
Shock therapy had been his mercy,
For he’d strut the halls afterwards:
A man blitzed with sanity enough
To last as long as a day. His lips alive
With a jolting smile. He had played
Guitar he said once, had been to Spain
To learn. In the garden after treatment,
He’d hum flamenco songs that would not last.
We can only be exposed to lightning
So many times before we become jaded.
The volts that taught him calm each week
Grew frail. Hours declined to halves, halves
To minutes until his two mad dumb hands
Were all he had. His case was distinct
From mine, the doctors reassured me,
I could be cured again and again.
~ note ~
Behzad Molavi
X
Choosing the lesser evil
is choosing evil
Doing nothing
is always an option
But what kind of nothing, my friend
A blank ballot
A day at the beach
~ note ~
Al Ortolani
THE TACO BOAT
Last night, I bought a 12-pack of tacos
at Taco Bell, not because I was
especially hungry, but because I could.
My ship had come in, you see,
and for once, I was rolling in it.
I ate six of them in front of the television
while bingeing on episodes
of some Netflix series, not because
it was particularly engaging, but simply
because I could. My ship, if you recall,
had come in. I packed up the other six tacos
and brought them to work for lunch
where my fellow employees marveled,
or laughed, I couldn’t tell which, at
my ability to eat six soggy tortillas,
microwaved in their wrappers, and spread
like dollar bills on the table. I gave
one to a friend, and she was happy,
happy for the taco, happy for me,
happy for everyone who waited
for a boat, any boat, to come in.
~ note ~
Li Qingzhao
SPRING AT WULING
The wind halts. The dust is fragrant
with fallen flowers.
Morning falls into evening.
I am too tired to comb my hair.
Things are the same,
but people changed.
All is finished.
I want to speak,
yet tears flow first.
I hear them say
spring is still good
at Twin Streams.
I would float there
in a light boat,
but fear the grasshopper boats
at Twin Streams
could not bear such sorrow.
—translated from Chinese by Wendy Chen
~ note ~
Lee Rossi
MICROCOSMOLOGY
Everything fits into everything else.
We know that who come bursting
from our mothers in a gush of being,
our children already nestled in sacs
tucked safely inside. Infinite regression
sends us back into the womb
after womb from which we grew.
There was a soup, we’re told,
where the first living creatures
were brewed, not something you’d
eat, but eat it they apparently did
until little was left but waste
oxygen and each other.
How long did they take to find
a taste for those other squirming
thingies—eat it or fuck it,
and in which order, the rush
to colonize never stopped.
Except in our imagination,
we can’t stuff ourselves
back into that ever-expanding bottle,
which itself was once just something
infinitely dense, unimaginably hot,
and before that not even not.
~ note ~
Michael Sears
MY MOTHER AND I BEAT A DOG
for Maggie Daniels
I
In the months before our old dog died,
my mother and I took turns beating it
because the dog was sick and my father
didn’t want to put her down. Are we
going to put me down when I get old?
he joked once, rubbing his bald spot
while on the floor the dog writhed.
There was something my mother and I
hated in that dog when it slunk
into the kitchen to lick the tiles
of any crumbs, the sound of it an echo
of my mother’s broom or wash cloth,
the sound of it an echo of my own
chewing as I ate, me and the dog,
each time I ate, she and the dog,
each time someone had eaten,
in the kitchen at the same time,
me and the dog eating, my mother
and the dog cleaning, washing
the counters and the floor.
This was when my mother and father
were getting divorced without knowing
they were. It was as if not having
a word for this deprived them of a word
for anything, for instance, dinner,
which my father began making nightly
for the first time since I was born,
chili-rubbed loins of pork, great dishes
of primavera and lasagna that would sit
in the fridge for days, going bad,
no one touching them.
My mother and I never ate his food.
We were always out of the house anyway,
though who knows where she went?
I would pass through the whole town
without seeing her, running first four,
then eight, twelve, however many miles
brought me out to the edge of town,
the road running empty between grey fields
of flattened corn stalks, the motion
itself like a hunger. You could empty all of
yourself into it, and still it
could always take more.
When my mother and I returned
from our separate places, we’d meet
in the kitchen. As she cleaned
my father’s dishes, I would allow myself
something small to eat. We spoke
rarely. We were waiting for the sound
of the dog’s uncut nails on the tiles
as it limped in to lick the floor beneath
my seat, and if my sister came in to ask
where we’d been, we answered
vaguely, already hearing its approach.
“I can’t wait,” my mother said once,
“until it dies.” This was toward the
end, long after the days when we flirted
with what we were doing, staging
clumsy kicks, deliberately wide swats
that would send the dog, untouched,
hurrying to the edge of the room.
But always it would return, and the sound
of its licking—intent, rhythmic, obsessive
—would resume. Soon, we began
chasing her, but the dog could hardly
move. When it still stood there we’d
scream, then began miming the blows
that became real blows and eventually
it seemed that instead of coming into
the kitchen for food, it’d come to be
punished, though I know now that’s
false, that once you punish something
you give up your knowledge of
whatever it had been, the way people
in my hometown, Sunday after
Sunday, try to lift Christ onto his
Godhead by crucifying him again and
again in their minds, trying to find that point
where agony blurs into something else.
II
As a child I stole a pair of panties
from my babysitter, Maggie,
right out of her drawer and each time
I saw her after that, I’d think of how
my fingers played cat’s cradle
with the purple silk, her scent
vanished already, because
I’d grabbed a clean pair.
She probably never knew,
or if she did, she might’ve
just laughed at me,
but at the time, when my mother
dropped me off at her house,
I couldn’t see her, but only
what I’d done.
It was the same, years later,
long after I’d hid or lost or
thrown away those panties,
when my mother would say
of my sister that she looked
just like Maggie—the same
eyes, the same skin—I’d look
at her, but I could only see
what others might do.
III
When I got the call about Maggie’s murder,
I was in Virginia, as I had been
when my mother called to tell me
our dog had died. She said that
when my father carried her wrapped in a blanket
to the back of his car, he did it
clear-eyed, like another chore.
I remember how someone once told me
that everyone in our dreams is another
version of ourselves. I wonder too if, awake,
in pain, we’re always confusing ourselves
and others, that maybe, that day, my father
had tucked himself into a blanket and was
carrying that self, clear-eyed, balding,
unwanted in the house, to be buried.
When my mother finally told him that he
had to move out, he argued with
silence, his softness a protest, as if by
turning invisible and mute he’d be illuminated
by the light of his own loss. My mother,
when she told me about the dog, broke down weeping.
Weeks after I got the call about Maggie,
I heard how they’d found the murderer:
they’d found a box in which he’d placed,
as a keepsake, a dread of his own hair
that Maggie had torn from his scalp
in the struggle to stay alive and unraped,
as if he wanted to remember that
he could take something as large as a life
and only end up with a dead piece of himself.
IV
After the funeral, my mother and I visited
Maggie’s family for Christmas. There was a tree
in the window. There were boxes on the porch
going to the curb. In the house, there were
six of them now. They wanted to know how
we were, and for a long time, my mother and
I spoke about ourselves, everyone comfortable
with this subject. Maggie’s mother sat
mutely, staring off. No one looked at her.
Occasionally there would be a long silence
in which it wasn’t clear if the family
was waiting for us to ask about Maggie
or we were waiting for them to talk
or we were all simply waiting.
Eventually, during one of those silences,
Maggie’s father began to speak about her.
I had heard that, after days of not
knowing, unanswered calls, vague answers
from the police, when the officers walked up to
the door, he fell to his knees, already knowing
what they would say. Now, he was saying
how the community had come together
for them, about the letters her students
had sent. At some point, my mother asked
about the trial and he began telling us how,
in the jail, the other inmates often beat
her murderer, and as he was telling us this,
her mother said the first thing I’d heard
her say in years. “I wish,” she said,
and her husband fell silent. Everyone
in the room turned. “I wish they would
just kill him.” For a long time no one spoke,
and then, even though we’d already talked about it,
she asked how old my sister was now.
As my mother began to, slowly,
carefully speak about her own daughter,
I stared into the dark of the hall,
which the stairs climbed, wondering what
they’d turned her room into.
Listening to my mother talk about my sister,
I realized she was as old now as Maggie’d been
the day I climbed those stairs, in love, and only
came down with a piece of fabric. In my eyes,
my sister is still a child but my mother was saying
how she’s old enough to know how to drive.
I know this too: my mother has told her when
she’s out, alone, to always keep, within reach,
beneath the driver’s seat, a lead pipe.
~ note ~
Matthew Buckley Smith
UNDERGRADS
The place we lived was only an idea,
Nothing to do with the failed cotton mill town
Where a record shop, some bars, and a pizzeria
Were all we ever cared to call our own.
From nightmares of a happy life with kids
We’d wake in boozy sweat to find the floor
Still cobbled with bottle caps and take-out lids,
Our twenties crumpled safely in a drawer,
Unspent like all the hours ahead that night
We met each other in the common room
And found somehow without the help of light
Our way across the river by the time
Dawn spilled down from the campus to the banks
We’d come to, single, sobered-up again,
To see the morning glories give their thanks
For things we had, and hardly noticed, then.
~ note ~
Dennis Trudell
A FEW MINUTES
A white horse in a bright meadow,
a man in prison thinks with eyes closed,
but can’t envision it. And can’t. “Please,”
he murmurs. Yesterday he was able
to glimpse a woman in bra and panties
after thinking those words. Yet she
was middle-aged and overweight; he
couldn’t replace her with another. No
young woman or white horse wants to
come here, fool. Asshole. He stares at
his palms, trying to envision something
out there they once touched. Rungs
of a ladder … Except they rise up
toward nothing but a metallic gray sky
with the ground far, far below,
and he feels the rungs are months he
has spent here and will.
He tries to bring
the woman to mind again—but sees
only her brief shadow. He doesn’t
believe in God, but decides that he
has to reach for something or go mad.
He covers both eyes, murmurs, “Help
me. Nothing else can.” These words
die inches from his mouth, and the man
lowers his hands and considers rushing
his skull toward a wall of his cell.
Why the hell not? He feels his body
tense to do that when suddenly the wall
becomes a young woman, naked and
smiling, on a white horse. Moments
later it is a gray wall again, blurred
through his tears—and the quivering
man shuffles there to caress it.
~ note ~
rust belt poets
Note on the Tribute
The following poets have all lived much of their lives in the Rust Belt, a region of the United States stretching from the Great Lakes to the upper Midwest. For details, see each of their contributor notes, and the conversation with Ken Meisel.
Steve Abbott
THIS SHOULD BE A GOOD POEM
I’d never heard of a fire tornado until a late-summer newscast
explained how large dust devils mix with brush fires to create
a column of flame, and I thought of Israelites leaving Egypt.
My wife looked up. Said, “That would make a good poem.”
This week, same story. Not the newscast, but once again
a family member or friend suggests a casual remark
on some fragment of living would “make a good poem.”
Surprising new fact or everyday irony? That, too, they say.
Most of them are normal people, largely immune to poetry
except as a courtesy to me. But I still admire their reaching
to connect with what words can do. How they keep me out of
mischief, those flaming emails and irate letters to the editor.
It’s not that I want to ignore or dismiss the good intentions
of those who identify my vocation with the small things in
life, moving through our brief time together like field scouts
for the Muse, scouring the blue highways of America for
a promising quarterback to move this art down the field.
So much depends, after all, on our noticing what Neruda saw,
what Williams made remarkable in remarking on it—lemons
and forks and salt shakers, the nail in a woman’s shoe,
brown paper almost human in its tumbling down the street.
I suppose I should be grateful, and appreciate how brief
nods of others acknowledge and encourage this work, in that
awareness blessing themselves more than me or anything
as weightless as a poem. How strings of words can reveal
a mosaic’s host of fragments, bright shards that spark a return
to the everyday and find there reassurance in how small pieces
support the great weight of the world. That, too, a poem.
~ note ~
Caroline Barnes
PARDONING THE TURKEY
Like a priest about to bestow
a blessing, the President raised
his hand over the blue and crimson
head of the snow-white turkey,
flashed his winning smile at the cameras,
and said: By the power vested in me,
as President of the greatest country
on this planet, I hereby grant you
a full pardon from the Thanksgiving
dinner table. The crowd tittered.
The President chuckled, then went on:
First and foremost, I pardon you for
being a turkey. For fanning your tail
feathers to look bigger than you are.
For strutting your stuff to impress
the lady turkeys. For gobbling nonsense
that no one understands. For changing
the colors of your wattle and your snood
to suit your mood. I, the most powerful
man on earth, hereby grant you, turkey,
a new lease on life. After this ceremony
you will ride to beautiful Mount Vernon,
where you will spend your twilight
months living in fame and fortune.
The crowd stood up and applauded.
The man from the turkey federation
beamed. The President and his family
went back inside the White House.
The turkey, whose front half had been
engineered to outweigh his back half,
rocked on the table to keep his balance.
When a soft wind moved the branches
overhead, he looked up at them with dark
almond-shaped eyes, then squatted just
a little—as if his thin legs had the strength
to launch him, as if his disjointed wings
had the power to carry him, as if his flock
was waiting there, in the lowest branches,
for him to arrive.
~ note ~
Cameron Barnett
NEW FRUIT HUMMING
after Iron & Wine
I’m here to say sorry.
Because you definitely said splotchy.
Because I definitely heard splotchy,
because I definitely told everyone about
how you said splotchy with your eyes cast down,
and everyone said “Ain’t that some shit!” because
who the hell talks about their kids like that?
So I’m here to say sorry.
Because I told the story wrong, which is to say
I didn’t stay silent, which isn’t to say I told you
the truth, because the truth can look like a second
chance, and a second chance is just a hesitation
hesitating too long, and it took too long to get
our story straight, and what I really said was
“I know …” or “Yeah …” and took a bite
of the pear in my hand because we were under
an apple tree, and you brought pears, and I thought
“How strange is this,” never doubting the taste
in my mouth, never doubting what I tasted
wasn’t the flesh of the fruit, never admitting that
to you because I loved you, and you loved me
so we never made demands and we never agreed,
we just lied and lied and lied—and I’ve lied
about this story before; we weren’t in bed
because we were definitely under an apple tree
as much as an apple tree can be a bed, and
it was definitely hotter than August though the sun
said April, and you said “It just worries me,”
and now I’m here to say sorry.
Because I was wrong to believe you were afraid
of anything, because my blackness wasn’t anything
to be afraid of, because my blackness wasn’t anything
to you. I don’t tell people we were under a tree because
a bed is a better place to lie, or a better place to lay,
because I still mix up laying and lying, because the story
is still so mixed up I don’t know if it even matters
because I loved you, and you loved me,
and we both got stuck, so we both went free,
because forgiveness is an act of retelling,
and forgiveness is an act of retelling,
and forgiveness is an act of retelling.
When I think back on that day I start to cry
not because I’m sad, but because my left eye
and my right eye can’t put you together, and it hurts
to try because you were so mixed up, because
you were so afraid of us mixing, and that’s why
we were under a tree and not in a bed, and that’s
why my blackness is afraid of nothing, and that’s
why it’s so hard to lie sometimes, and I’d be lying
if I said I’m sorry because I loved you, and you
loved me, and now there’s new fruit humming
in the old fruit tree.
~ note ~
Milton Bates
COYOTE COUNTRY
for Taylor Mitchell, 1990–2009
If she loved anything more than music,
her mother said, it was nature. That’s why
she wouldn’t have wanted her killers killed
for doing what coyotes do.
I thought
of that young folk singer, hiking alone
on Cape Breton Island, as they charged
toward me, churning up the snow, their eyes
on fire with the setting sun. Just then
a rabbit erupted from a swale between us
and juked around my boots. One coyote
followed left, the other right, so close
I could have stroked their fur.
So they were real,
those phantoms whose frantic yipping I heard
late at night in counterpoint to sirens,
as though that wail of human pain drove them
to hysteria. My island was no Cape Breton,
just a scruffy patch of county land
lapped on all sides by city. Not wilderness,
by any means, but not quite urban either,
if animals like these could live there
undetected.
They were pacing around
a pile of brush when I caught up with them,
probing with paw and muzzle, too intent
to notice me. I was luckier in my
coyotes than she was, the day her love
of nature went unrequited.
Selfishly,
perhaps, I save my love for those who love
me back. Yet I would hate to lose the little
that remains of wildness where I live.
I left them to their hunt, returning home
by streets that seemed no longer so familiar.
~ note ~
George Bilgere
PANCAKE DILEMMA
Another subway station blows up in Europe,
it’s right there on the front page,
and I’m about to pour some syrup on my pancakes.
But perhaps I shouldn’t be doing this.
Maybe I should just put the syrup down
out of respect for the victims and their families.
Yet who is there to witness my sacrifice,
my gesture of solidarity, however small,
with the international community?
My wife is playing with our son in the living room.
I’m at the table by myself, and I could just go ahead
and pour the syrup and smear on some butter
and think compassionately about the victims
while eating the pancakes while they’re hot.
No one will benefit from my eating cold pancakes.
Instead, I call out to my wife from the dining room,
“Another subway station blew up in Europe,
they think it’s terrorists,” but she doesn’t hear me,
the TV’s turned up for Paw Patrol.
So I just sit here quietly for a moment,
then start eating the pancakes,
trying not to enjoy them too much.
~ note ~
Sarah Carson
SIX REASONS I CAN'T ANSWER THE DOOR FOR YOU AT THREE IN THE MORNING
The last man here had a habit of taking what cannot be taken:
my girl, he’d say, my baby. He narrowed his eyes—
mice scattered in the walls.
The man before him hid cans
in high cabinets. A downstairs neighbor
slipped notes beneath the doorway—
Just yell help, they said.
Police respond quickly in this part of town.
Then there’s Brother who doesn’t come home at Christmas.
The girl he swears he doesn’t know
in my same sweatshirt—hers stained with
creekwater, buckshot, blood.
In the city where I was born, bullets crawl up
blocks like brush fire, spent casings end up in the water—
children’s veins grow heavy, and during dinner,
police come to our doors looking for men
who know all of us by name.
Now—tucked between my hip bone and my ribcage—
I’m growing another body.
The lady who does the ultrasounds says
it’ll be a girl like me.
I’m trying to teach her there are men
who sleep at three in the morning
and men who can’t,
but that a door is something that opens—
I’m trying to teach her that even a deadbolt
is still a kind of hope.
~ note ~
Eric Chiles
MEDI-MAZE
Everyone gets enrolled in Part A,
that’s the easy part of turning sixty-five.
It’s choosing Parts B, C, and D that dismays.
You thought retirement meant easy days?
But you need a supplemental plan to survive
even though everyone gets Part A.
Consider carefully the donut hole and copays.
I’d rather watch grandkids. When do they arrive?
(Warning: Choose Part B without delay.)
It’s enough to make your gray get gray.
Parts F, G, K, L, M, and N? Man alive!
At least you’re enrolled in Part A
because that’ll pay for your hospital stay.
Insurers and bureaucrats sure connive
to make choosing all those parts a maze.
Cheer up. Next year it will all replay
in October with more confusing jive.
Don’t worry, everyone gets Part A.
Choosing Parts B, C, D, et al. will dismay.
~ note ~
Nic Custer
WORK IS WHAT IT IS
for Philip Levine
Work is when and if you can get it.
When the petitioner slinging 4 clipboards
for a dollar a signature
can articulate why I should let the voters
decide better than its author and
when the party store hustler vends
a Venn Diagram of fevers and chills for
sweaty $20 bills through car windows,
what work is
is non-existent.
When the wealthy land developer
wants you to work under the table
for less than minimum wage and expects you to be grateful
(because you don’t have to pay taxes)
but also expects you to purchase your own dust masks…
Or when you put the key into the ignition and
pray the lucky lemon that lets you deliver pizzas Xmas eve
will get you to your destination but also
pray gangster wannabes don’t get trigger-happy
when they rob you for initiation,
what it is is
a form of resistance and a revelation.
Captive audience forced to pay for the privilege,
maxed out on tax mileages,
the bills still said to instill discipline.
Work is wearing sweaters from October to April, keeping the thermostat
just high enough so the pipes don’t freeze.
Short showers to save dollars,
knowing when to leave on porch lights
to keep away window peekers.
Some might call it an art to eke by
but it takes work to master.
Parking lot BBQ stands under popup tents
employ entrepreneur chefs
lounging with pockets full of ones and fives—
confident in the work they invested in their secret sauce
and the neighborhood bull market that
spends evenings buying stock in rib tips,
white bread, aluminum foil and extra BBQ sauce to top it off.
Invisible billboards adorn nondescript houses
where dealers buy gold and liberated bicycles,
copper pipes, aluminum siding and weed whackers.
Summer heat lines dance seductively in the street,
a flash of mystery, distortion,
sweat beading across the sun.
High school graduates work
hard as hunter-gatherers
foraging for a future in shop floor ruins.
A car drove through the front of the Red Ribbon Bar,
a southside dive famous for
cheap domestics and a metal ring tied to a long string
that patrons sent hurling toward a hook on the wall
next to the entrance. The same spot that the car
detoured through and beat the game for good.
Working on a gamble to snatch the ATM and
winning early retirement for long-time owners.
Work can involve sticking it out until the lottery tickets pay out
or the sports injuries throw a retirement party.
Work is finally having the time to finish your degree at 53.
Work is adults shoveling snow door to door
or dragging a lawnmower down a State Street, cigarette dangling from
pale lips, the wind writing determination in smoke.
It is work to harvest what shouldn’t be left to rot on the vine.
A lack of work is what it is, which is hard to improve.
A dollar here, a few there, a cardboard sign’s
elevator pitch speaking luminous volumes
at highway exits as battalions of blistered fingers
dig through ashen walls,
working hard for a handout—
finding only newspaper clippings
warning of a Great Depression.
~ note ~
Rachel Custer
KID
The thing about living here: even a child can know things.
I know every shortcut, every bike path through the park,
every street between every house. I know every kid who lives
in each one. Every crack in every sidewalk that can possibly
catch a toe or a skateboard or bike. Who is cousins with who.
Whose parents the police don’t like. Whose parents the priests
don’t like. I’m kinda kidding, but not really, you know? It’s
like that. Kids know more than adults, anyway, and in a small
town, everybody talks. I know where spring comes to the park
first, and when, and how. (In the back part, behind a certain tree,
a small patch of lenten roses. Mr. Hower, the older man who
cuts the grass, planted them. To remember his wife. You know.)
Living here, a kid knows things he shouldn’t know. He can
go anywhere, because he has a town full of adults who are
sure he’s being watched by other adults. And he is, but a kid
learns how to blend in. A kid learns early that adults will
never really see us unless they believe that we’re not safe.
And they believe this town itself is safe. So here we are, kids,
standing outside the window where Mrs. So-and-so cleans
the kitchen in her skimpy underwear. Here we are, on the
corner, planning a fight. Kids are behind the liquor store,
sipping cheap wine, and kids are in your bedroom drawer
stealing joints. Because we know every house where the
parents hold drugs. A small town is a place where everybody
watches out for everyone else so they have something to say
Monday at work. A place where each person knows the
name of each other person’s kid, but rarely knows exactly where
his is. A small town is more seduction than truth, like a trick
coin in the hand of a con. Please don’t tell any of this to my Mom.
~ note ~
Jim Daniels
PRODIGAL SON RETURNS TO WARREN, MICHIGAN
The air stings but you get used to it. Were always used to it. Buried it in your lungs at birth in anticipation of today. Dark comfort. Burning oil. Leaking transmission fluid. Exploding antifreeze. A lot can go wrong and already has. That’s the darkness. The comfort’s buried behind the garage. Cigarette smoke—trying to quit. Lifetime hobby. Like collecting LSD stamps. Marking stale beer kisses on your warped globe. Thumbnail bruise slowly making its way to the top. To be released. Good luck with that bruise on your heart. Life in Warren. Backfire misfire. Deliberate fire. Shotgun arson. That hiss leaking out that globe or a spray can sending another inscrutable message. Night breaks glass. Day keeps peace. Peace on loan from the bank. Interest on a ticking clock. The bank, a robot hooker. Hydrant full of trick questions and fake water. Air stings. You sting it back. The invitation lost in the mail with the lost children. Welcome home, soldier. Have we got a minimum wage job for you! No burned bridges. Our bridge takes you to Canada, that girl you always liked that was too nice for you. Ribbons and curls and a mean big brother. Forgot to wipe your shoes on the way out of town—you follow the smudged footprints back. What were you thinking, leaving? Like the senile dog, barking at the wrong door to get back in. It happens. Night is different here, spiked with acrid fear. Fists just lumps in your pockets. Nobody’s built a hill yet—uphill and downhill, relative terms. Related by marriage. Separated by birth. Blinded by the lack of light. The absence of an acoustic guitar. The dance of electric shock. One word for gray—hundreds of shades of it. Comfort, one word for it. Rungs on the ladder: imaginary. Leak in the roof: real. Basement nightmare-flooded. Cocaine cut on a ping pong table. Behind the eight ball. Beneath the cue stick hammering down. It’s all coming back. Blood on an empty dress burned down the neighborhood, but it’s still here. Just needs a jump. Got cables? Gentlemen, start your engines. The air stings with old spit and large betrayal. Rust-mobiles rattling and mumbling their damned prayers. Transportation specials. Dark comfort dome light glow. Somebody getting in, getting out. Idling. Flashers on. Adjusting mirrors. Emergency. Waiting for someone. Maybe you.
~ note ~
Todd Davis
CRACKS
A pickup slips over the ice, rear tires spinning, turning
a circle, then another, a series of donuts in a mechanical dance
that causes the three boys to swear and laugh, spilling beer
onto their laps and the seats that already stink of cigarettes
and sweat. Their dads and uncles sit in hastily erected shacks,
hovels spread across the lake, humped over like the dirt
at the entrance to gopher dens. Men fish in the half-light
of heaters, drinking schnapps and whiskey, readying themselves
for the rod to bow, hovering over an augured hole
as if it were a nest in need of guarding. When at last
the line jerks down into the dream of a northern pike,
they fumble with the reel, hearts racing ahead of an ending
they imagine will be told at the bar on a Saturday in June,
glasses of beer sweating, hands spread wide in a lie
to suggest the size of that fish whose head sprang
from the slush-filled abyss, only to escape their grip
into the black depths of late December. Air snakes
through the truck’s cab, windows rolled down
so these bored boys can scream at the stars
salted across the sky. Most of the men have gone
to eat supper, to watch the Lions lose one more game
on TV. The smell of propane lingers, stirred with the beer
the boys burp as they smoke cigars and cough.
They’ve parked the truck at Ralph’s shanty,
and the older brother spits into a plastic jug, snuff
stuffed under his lower lip, as he tells stories
about a buck he killed in October and a girl he dated
from the next town over with a mouth as soft as velvet.
There are always cracks in the ice, but trying to decide
which seam is harmless and which leads to the bottom
is a matter of luck. They’ve grown accustomed to the lake’s
groaning, having heard its teeth chatter since they were children:
sun melting into the horizon, everything refreezing
in a slick swatch of darkness. Toward the south end
of the lake, springs thin the ice, but the boys believe
the cold insures their passage. On the way back
a wheel breaks through, front end dipping, the entire truck
tipping, then plunging forward like a duck, tail feathers
pointed at the moon. Every year some drown,
and even more trucks sink. But tonight,
with the windows open, each boy places a foot
on the seat and leaps to safety, rolling onto their sides,
praying the ice-shelf will hold. The sound of the truck
being sucked beneath the surface is smothered
by their happy hollering. None of them thinking
about the cost when Szymanski’s Towing
sends a diver down with a cable and hook,
or how their moms will cry as their dads berate
such stupidity, which of course is inherited.
For now they can only hoot at their own good fortune.
The cold stars warmer with their escape, sparkling
like the fake diamonds they give their girlfriends
on their six-month anniversary, and the moon
offering just enough light to help them to shore
and to the county road they’ll walk
all the way back to town.
~ note ~
Sarah Wylder Deshpande
THE PATRON SAINT OF BOREDOM
As compensation for a boring life, he received a job
in heaven in the department of tropical fruits
and quickly moved up to miracles.
When all the excitement is too much,
he slips down to Earth
and doodles in the back of math books
or goes to Mass and finds
the two-year-olds who crawl beneath
the pews picking at stale gum.
~ note ~
William Evans
I SAY CATHEDRAL WHEN I MEAN GUNPOWDER
Over winter break, Frank put a shotgun
in his mouth and killed himself in his mother’s
home, which was not his home, but I can under-
stand not wanting to die in a place you’re not sure
will care for your bones after you’ve left them.
Maybe break is a generous word because I was
back in the home my father had left and I was
never going back to school, but ghosts have
a way of knowing where all keys are hidden,
what kind of pacification the most guarded
beasts will submit to. It is 2 a.m. and a person
I have left behind is telling me someone I had
lived with is trapped behind the present tense
forever. Now it is four days later and I am
in my best clothes driving into Fairfield County
where I was once called nigger on the baseball
field, where I once needed a coach to walk
with me to the bus to avoid my own purging
and a teammate told me that it wasn’t because
I was Black, but because I was that good,
because I was not old enough to be two
things at one time yet. Frank loved Wu-Tang
and once argued me who had the best verse
on Triumph, but no one at this funeral knows
this story, at least not the part where Frank
once kissed my forehead at a party while
we re-enacted Ghost and Rae over the music
too loud for anyone to be truly sober that night.
There is a humming here, whenever another
mourner approaches me, with a trespass glare
and I hope that Frank knows that I came here,
again to a tree that looks at my neck and misremembers
gravity, to see him lowered into the world that
tries to claim me, each and every day. I don’t want
him to see me as brave, but to know that I too,
understand what it means to walk into a cathedral
and hear every lock turn behind you, that the stained
glass is sometimes just light born in a better neighborhood
and I can still smell the gunpowder you swallowed every time
I startle a flock of birds, that will never again be still.
~ note ~
Kelly Fordon
WHO AM I?
I have eaten all your almonds
because you left them
on the counter. A better person
would not have done it.
A slightly better person
would have done it,
but left a note.
You would have eaten
mine though you say
you would not rob a bank.
I would only rob a bank
if I ran out of other options.
I go to church
and copy the rules out
on my hand.
When I break one,
I get absolution
from the priest.
When I say penance,
I feel better right away.
I shouldn’t have yelled
at that woman, but she
is a bitch. I shouldn’t have
slapped her, but she deserved it.
I am going to pray
until I am no longer angry,
and if I am still angry,
I will take it out on the maid,
who is stupid,
who should have learned
to speak English,
and then she would not
have had to be a maid.
I should not buy
(insert word here)
But I never buy myself
anything really.
I have not bought anything
since last year when I
purchased the Mac.
I needed that for
my foundation.
It’s a non-profit
dedicated to helping
people with problems.
There are so many.
~ note ~
Kelsey Hagarman
THE VISIT
“Haven’t just sat and talked
in a while,” my father says as he wheels
a low chair to my side.
But we’re not here
to talk. The cleaning will take
fifteen minutes, tops. I lean back
in the stiff operatory chair.
Fluorescent light shines down
my gullet. The thing about dentists
is that they’re always demanding you
to smile, bite down, open up,
rinse. He just needs you
to listen. “She’s not well,”
he shakes his head, meaning
the stepmother I haven’t seen in years
because she loved to dance
so hard in bars she broke
her ankle, and drinking made
the dentist snap his cell phone
in half, sloppy in the lobby
of an Olive Garden,
mean. “I still see her
sometimes,” he says and removes
his fingers from a glove
to comb thin grays
over his bald spot.
My mouth is full
of gauze. I can only offer
variations of mhmm’s as he tries
to wipe gunk on the napkin
wrapped around my neck
like a bib, misses,
stains my shirt instead. The closest
we will be for months.
I like to think it’s better
this way—he’s good
at his job, makes my mouth
nice and numb and free
of rot, and small talk is just
small talk. The next appointment is no
rush. “It’s so weird,” he says
when I stand with clean teeth.
“When your kids are grown, and don’t
need you anymore, and suddenly
you’re their dentist,” he laughs
because it’s better this way,
maybe it’s better. I swallow
blood. When I was little
and losing baby teeth, I hated
their volatility. “I just want
to look,” he’d say
with a tobacco-stained
grin. I never felt my teeth
leave their sockets.
~ note ~
Kamal E. Kimball
I HEAR AMERICA RUSTING
All the fluorescent lights tonight
try to buff the dark to a shine
in the rec centers
and the laundromats and the beer glints
in the glasses, the cans. Sloshing
waves of amber. There’s a slow
sort of hunger as we watch the cars
grunt by, those gleaming dumb machines
are foreign and we want
to go home. The entire night
is chalked with the evidence of us.
We pass the crime scene
where workers mill around, faces
tight and shiny with tragedy.
Some start marching,
thrust their signs at nightsticks
as flagpoles corrode in their hands.
The bone whites
cell reds, the blues. Their eyes flint
into the wind that scratches off
our oxide smokestacks,
our scraped-out mountains, hollowed
wombs, our streets in Detroit
in Ferguson Youngstown
Baltimore Philly Cincinnati Gary
Dayton and Flint. The crumbling
is quickening
here where it used to boom.
Paint flakes off the brittle
black factory doors.
~ note ~
Nancy Krygowski
WEED WHACKER
Weed whackers do solve a problem, just like smacking
a two-year-old’s face makes him startle quiet for a second.
Smacking is a good thing to hate, but if you’re honest,
you understand the desire—then remember right is right.
On the bus, I watched a young mother playing Give Me Five
with her little boy, a smacking game. Later, he wanted something
he couldn’t have and smacked his mom’s breast. What happened
next. A weed’s roots weave close to the surface,
so when you pull them up, it’s like roads lifting off a map
and suddenly we go back centuries to when this country was new.
People tramped prairie grass and navigated with the sun.
And the roots of weeds can dig down deep, so deep
you spend hours on the ground, arm in the earth,
loosening and pulling. This small, deep killing feels good,
it feels right. I read about a six-year-old wandering the highway
while her mom was at work. She wanted Twinkies,
Twinkies from the store. There wasn’t a store for miles,
and there’s so much shit in them they’re barely food.
But she wanted spongy sweetness, wanted a glass of milk,
wanted a mom who has a way not to leave her at home alone
while she works. Whack rhymes with smack, and in some ways,
right rhymes with wrong. Forgive us, we say to our hands.
~ note ~
Cade Leebron
NEW GUIDE TO THE QUASI-POLITICAL
The Coca-Cola truck on fire was
not quite a symbol of our now-dying
capitalist system. And the buzz
on the street is it’s not worth trying
to find a hose. The guy got out a long
time ago, and the sugar might burn for
the next sixty years. So go grab the bong
and a picnic blanket, lock the back door
on your way out. I plan on sitting here
until it’s over. You don’t have to stay
for the whole thing. I just want you near
-by. I’m gonna toast marshmallows and lay
back, watch some stars. I’m gonna get a Coke
burn. The soda on fire’s the whole joke.
~ note ~
Dillon McCrea
SELF-PORTRAIT AS AN INKBLOT
Somehow, it always looks like
a vagina. Unless you’re Freud
then everything’s a penis, or
maybe your mother’s vagina.
The one you came screaming out of
a convict through a gate
left ajar. Or maybe you were more
a baton-battered crook
dragged into the prison of
the world outside that cozy womb.
In any case, you earned your conviction,
when you wrapped your
umbilical cord around the
doctor’s throat and used your own
9 pounds, 5 ounces dangling over
his shoulder to crush his windpipe.
You weren’t all to blame though.
It was your father’s fault really. Not his
genes swimming around in you, no
his genes would have ignored the
doctor and made a jump at the nurse,
but something in your pudgy little
bones knew that that fucker wasn’t
there, and that you’d probably never
get your tiny little hands on him. So,
when Doc Brown here drew the short
stick of being the first male you saw,
well, that sad-sack was gonna have to
taste the fleshy noose of your sweet
revenge. Your mother wasn’t frightened
though. All that morphine let her look
right past the crime scene into your
baby-blues. She kept finding new
substances to fog her vision of all
your violent tendencies for sixteen
years. Until she got the call from the
principal that you painted your locker
crimson with school pride, but it wasn’t
spirit week and oh yeah, your paint can
was Johnny Miller’s forehead. So, now
you’re sitting in the counselor’s office
staring at pictures of vaginas.
~ note ~
Ken Meisel
ART INSTALLATION
after Ryan Doyle’s Dragon Gon Krin, “Save the Arts”
The artist had constructed from Midwest metal
a dragon, fire flaming from its gaping mouth,
and a group of evening radicals, tramping around,
had hauled the beast in a truck, unpacked it
and hoisted it up together in one piece,
in front of the Detroit Institute of Arts.
This was in the first dissonant, hard press
of autumn, where the midnight moon—
glowing like a halo above the cut of rooflines
and the feudal turrets of the neighborhood—
seemed to furnace-burn the yellow and the orange
tree leaves hanging limp there, waiting to fall.
What makes us dream? What touched me
as I stood out there in the noisy cold,
gazing at this iron dragon transforming art
into passion, the night’s darkness into heat,
the literal, back into metaphor, and then back?
The ardor of love, like a negation of death,
accessible, mysterious, where the image
is suddenly set free, in an influx of fiery flames.
Where werewolves or just kids roam free—
arriving here on bicycles, some of them
in couples, embracing one another
in a contagion of similarity, arms wrapped
over each other’s necks, their sleeves
becoming scarves as the dragon lit up
the night. Monomania of the artist, now
becoming all our mania, this rust belt I am.
~ note ~
Christine Rhein
IN DETROIT, WHAT COUNTS AS GRACE
Trees growing from the roofs
of empty factories and houses,
birds nesting deep inside.
Children at their desks
without breakfast, busy adding
and subtracting, the lunch bell
not ringing until 12:45.
The teacher, mid-morning,
with snack mix from home,
pouring a little extra
into the shyest cupped hands.
The men who stand and fish,
casting lines into the river,
office towers soaring at their backs.
New farmers, in their agri-hoods,
watering and weeding, growing
peas, beans, Motor City Kale,
making Wild Detroit Honey.
The cooks who serve up
Coney Dogs, burritos,
shawarma—even at 3 a.m.—
singing out the orders.
And the woman at Cass and Forest
dancing by her boom box
every afternoon, her feet
sliding on the sidewalk,
trailing through the snow.
~ note ~
Ed Ruzicka
PALIMONY
That winter I lived with a woman on a hill hit hard
by winds off Lake Michigan as it sat and thrashed
and spat. Jammed mammoth slabs of ice one atop another.
Formed a frozen shelf wide and jagged as wave-works
themselves and run over by razors, sirens, blasts of wind
that tore into flesh and against which our heater
rattled out its weak defense. We huddled together
under quilts to read and make love in the ambergris
glow of shallow lamp light. She rose to steam the kitchen
with soups and teas we took in half lotus on the bed.
I worked in a factory made of cinder blocks and racket.
Men, women stood eight hours at machines tall as elevators,
gun-metal grey and dripping oil. Machinists cut, drilled,
punched, formed, joined steel, aluminum, tin. Each
to the same task weeks on end at machines precision
set by foremen that skulked about, growling or
quietly absorbed. A dim cast relieved only by what
eked out of florescent tubes or wafted down from
high-set panes no one had ever been paid to clean.
I was hired to move parts station to station.
A “trucker” who shared my weekly check with
barkeeps while the Blackhawks or the Packers
blared above. She bought the vegetables, cubed beef,
seven-grain loaves of bread that kept us going.
There was a tiny gas heater beside the tub that
had to be lit to flame for twenty minutes. She
always bathed by candle light and had an oval
daguerreotype hung in there showing a bare shouldered
belle who tucked her chin demurely.
Next to that her gray cat would perch to stick its paw
out and catch drips of silver from the leaky spout.
Which was then and is now more beauty
than I could hold or ever hope to deserve.
When I left, streets were still walled with snow
that city plows had mashed to the curb. I hitched
out I-94 toward El Paso. She kept my books and
a few LPs because I was going to come back.
It wasn’t much, that palimony of freezing sheets.
~ note ~
Laszlo Slomovits
AFTER THE READING BY THE FAMOUS POET
He sat at a table in the bookstore signing autographs.
We stood all around, awkward, clinging, fawning,
and he was kind, quite patient, understanding,
and separate as a sun that keeps its planets in orbit,
until she walked in. Tall, gorgeous, not looking for
our attention nor shielding from it. He stood up, said,
“Excuse me,” and walked to meet her. When they
embraced it was clear they’d once been lovers.
Long ago. Neither of them hid or flaunted it.
They stood pressed together for a long time.
Stepping back, they held each other at arm’s length,
without hunger, regret, or words. Then they both
let go, turned and walked back, she to the door
and he to the table. And we continued standing near,
even more awkward, smiling, warmed throughout,
while he continued signing his name in our books.
~ note ~
Karen J. Weyant
WHERE GIRLS STILL RIDE THE BEDS OF PICKUP TRUCKS
The wind is always warm here. Breezes snap
through their T-shirts, hot metal and sun burn
their arms and bare legs. They stand
near the cabs, kneel by the rattling tailgates.
It’s here where they learn how to catch maple seeds
in their teeth, and how to spit them out.
Here, they learn how to dig pebbles
and bits of gravel from beneath their skin.
Some say that their bodies turn hollow,
that one can hear wind whistling through their collar bones
and shoulder blades. Some say they almost sprout wings.
But they never fly. They only learn how to balance.
Even now, you will know them, these girls
who survived quick trips to grocery stores,
wrong turns on narrow one-way streets,
even moving days, when they sat propped up,
steadying chipped coffee tables and couches.
Their ponytails are tangled with knots
that never unraveled from the way the wind
always combed through their long hair.
~ note ~
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GREEN: I wanted to interview you for this Rust Belt poets issue because, as a psychotherapist by day, you have such a deeply thoughtful way of viewing the world, that I wanted to hear your perspective on Detroit and the Rust Belt. So let’s start with Beautiful Rust, which is a bittersweet love poem about Detroit. You grew up here?
MEISEL: Yes. And that whole book is really a mourning prayer for Detroit. I grew up on the west side, which was a fairly middle class and upper-middle class corner of Detroit. I was born in a less prosperous area, but we moved to this glorious colonial, and I was in one of Detroit’s best high school neighborhoods—great athletic program, but I didn’t care about the academics. My GPA was 1.9 on exit, so I just barely made it. But for Detroit, it was a cohesive, strong neighborhood, and I would argue that it still is. And then after I left home, my twin brother and I moved to what’s called the Cass Corridor—now it’s Midtown, they’ve rebranded it—but it was the Cass Corridor in those days, the post-apocalypse of the riots, late ’70s, early ’80s, and it was tough living. We lived just beyond the Wayne State University campus—and it was rough living. Lots of drugs, opportunity crime and the like. My twin brother, Kevin, went to art school down there, and he’s become beyond that, a well-regarded song writer himself. Great CDs. You can find him on the internet, on YouTube, etc. We were born into an artistic family. My father was a professional jazz musician, a trombonist with Les Brown’s Band of Renown.
GREEN: At Wayne State, did you have any classes with M.L. Liebler?
MEISEL: I didn’t, no, but he’s a good man. He’s the heart and soul of much of the poetry reading scene in Detroit. I would go to his reading series when I first started writing, about 21 or 22 years ago. He had a noon reading series. Ed Hirsh was there, Anne Waldman, Marcus Cafagna, Bob Hicok—there are others that he would have and I would leave work, take three hours driving through the Detroit traffic to watch that series. It was through the generosity of M.L., and his vision of bringing national poets into the area.
GREEN: So did you start writing poetry later in life?
MEISEL: Because of my dismal academic performance in high school, I ended up at a community college, and had a great philosophy professor who helped me understand that knowledge was not necessarily a bad thing. [laughs] I was writing short stories at twenty in this creative writing class at Henry Ford Community College. It was the only college I could get into with my GPA. I wrote then, and was living in Hamtramck, which is sort of inside Detroit, and I realized that I was not going to make a living at this. I was writing a horrible short story in this horrid flat. I walked over to the kitchen, took out a black skillet, poured Kessler’s whiskey on the short story, lit it aflame, and said, “I’m going into psychology.” [both laugh] I’m not kidding, I nixed writing for a good thirteen years, I think. Then in about 1993, I realized that the urge to write was unrequited in me. I was in a bookstore and came across Neruda’s Twenty Love Poems and a Song of Despair, and started teaching myself how to write. I was not going to write short fiction, it was going to be poetry or bust. In the words of Rilke, it wasn’t going to let me go. And I’ve taught myself how to do it—no workshops or anything.
GREEN: Why did you go into psychology? They seem so related to me; it seems like all poets are innately interested in psychology.
MEISEL: I think that observation is right on. I’m not quite sure how one can write intelligent poetry without some acumen into the human condition and its turmoil and transcendence. That was the one class in high school that I seemed to be responsive toward. It was a simple psychology class, and I remember thinking, “I could get interested in this.” So after I lit the short story on fire, I threw myself fully into it, but I would also argue that it was part of my destiny. I was always interested in the interface between I and thou, in people working through pain and healing. And I’m personally motivated to teach myself, so I was reading Carl Jung and Freud’s works, and books by Karen Horney, and French existentialism before I even got into the undergrad social work program at Wayne State. I knew that would be the vehicle through which I would make a living and it remains so, and I’m happy and successful with that.
GREEN: You’re a clinical psychotherapist, so you see patients regularly?
MEISEL: I’ve had a private practice outside of Detroit for many years, and I’m a fairly well-known marriage therapist. A lot of successful family practice attorneys who are desperate for a marriage therapist that they can refer their clients to, refer folks to me. [laughs]
GREEN: Do you find that your clients know you as a poet? In the age of the internet, everybody Googles everybody. Do they talk about that?
MEISEL: Yes, and it’s something I can’t bulwark against anymore. But in many ways it works to my advantage, because I think that people seeking psychotherapy, whether they know it a priori or not, are longing for an emotionally intelligent and lyrical person to help them shape their own experience. Narratives and emotive words are intrinsic to it. So in many ways it’s become an attractor for my clinical practice. It doesn’t really form much of the basis for what clients and I talk about, though I have had some artist clients who drink it up; they like it and use my knowledge of art in their own psychotherapy work.
GREEN: Do you use writing in your therapy? I know there are a lot of studies about the healing power of self-authoring a coherent account of your experience. Do you ever have your clients write?
MEISEL: Only a handful. It has to present itself to me as an emergent necessary intervention for them. Otherwise, I don’t give a whole lot of homework. But there are a handful who definitely do that, whether they bring it in to me or not.
GREEN: Do you think that’s one of the reasons for poetry, that it’s a kind of healing?
MEISEL: When I teach—my good friend Jeff Vande Zande has had me up to teach at Delta College sometimes—I’ll draw teaching circles, and one of the positions on the circle, the first level that poetry serves, is the basic journalistic experience. People can benefit from writing the narrative of their experience. It serves the deeper psychological process of integration. As we move around that wheel, crazy people like you and I end up doing it for much more than just journalizing; we have to try to pierce deeper meaning, the metaphors of life, and become lyrical, and learn craft. But sure, I do think so, I absolutely think it serves psychological integration.
GREEN: Talk more about that, because I’m really interested in your thoughts about writing and why you write. What is the drive for you?
MEISEL: For me, personally, it was never journalistic. When I started to write all those years ago, I was captivated by emotive language that burned at the core. And by that I mean that it captured the sense of the inexplicable for me, and that remains part of the allure when I sit down and there’s nothing on the white page. The journey into the inexplicable and into novelty, and the dopamine buzz that I get from doing that, remains the pull. When I teach, I talk about it in terms of creativity in the brain. A lot of people have spoken about it, but one of my favorite ways of defining it is the shuttling between divergent experience and convergent experience—loose-construing, where the right brain is just throwing out imagery with no tethering, and then convergent experience, where the inner editor has to begin to put it into a gestalt and a focus. That shuttling between divergent and convergent experience—there’s just nothing like it. I remember in my ridiculous journey in high school English, after I’d flunked one of my English classes and was in summer school, that the experience of that class was really my first experience with creative writing. The teacher was wonderful, and just told us to write whatever we wanted. And it’s fun to write whatever you want—that shuttling experience.
GREEN: That’s how I think of it, too, that you’re becoming a bridge between order and chaos when you write, and that’s the most transcendent experience we can have as conscious human beings, to mold that spontaneous, strange mystery into something we can know. So talk about the Detroit of Beautiful Rust. The book describes Detroit in terms of the masculine and feminine. One of my favorite poems toward the end is “Green,” where Detroit literally becomes a woman in a kind of reconciliation. How has Detroit been too masculine?
MEISEL: To grow up here was to grow up in glory and ruin. In the ’70s, this was a weirdly glorified place—you’ve got Motown, the autos, Jackie Wilson, this music legacy, jazz clubs, Miles, Ella Fitzgerald—there’s this glory, but it was also this post-apocalyptic ruin of burnt out buildings and heroin addicts in the streets. It was a horror, really. And so, even then, when I lived down there and was fumbling with writing mostly as a student, I was transfixed with that juxtaposition. How can it be this but also that? As I began in the early part of the 2000s to write Beautiful Rust, it began to dawn on me that this is a very masculinized place. It has an ethos of production, kick ass, and take no names. Downtown, it glorifies Joe Lewis with a fist, which is great, but the sense of the masculine overriding grace and beauty became the subtext emotional experience for me, as a man and a writer, feeling that discord. You could go into the parks and there were no community places—the sense of place in Detroit in those years was hostile, vacant, macho. No sense of beautification. For instance, no water fountains making pretty, soothing sounds. That is very different now, and I’m delighted and sweetened to say so. When I was writing that book—and it’s not a pretty book, there’s a lot of lamentation in it—I really wanted to narrate the sense of Detroit in its death spiral, because of this core imbalance between values.
GREEN: So that poem you speak to, “Green,” celebrates the greening of Detroit.
MEISEL: Yes. That poem does celebrate the greening. You see, just before the markets fell in 2008, there was an emergent horticulture culture on the east side of Detroit. The east side is extraordinarily burned out; it suffered more than any other part of Detroit in the riots, and then in the crack epidemic in the ’80s that followed. But then you have these urban farmers that are growing beautiful plants, food for citizenry. So I celebrated that, and it was one of the signature symbolism pieces, the feminization of Detroit was beginning to come up from the soil—quite literally. And that is on the ascent now. If you go downtown now, you have a gathering place at Campus Martius Park called The Beach, where they’ve actually set up sand and kids can come there to play, and there’s music and entertainment. And there’s also a water fountain! This was absent from Detroit for years; there was no gathering place where people could come in innocence and engage. So the races couldn’t mix; it was horrible. It’s changing now. Beautiful Rust was really the celebration of Detroit’s dying, to be blunt. There’s a poem in there, “At the Rinaldo Arms Manor, an Obituary,” that really just talks about the five or six forms of dying that I saw Detroit having to go through by necessity. So when the markets crashed, I was relieved at some level—kill it already.
GREEN: Can you define masculine and feminine as traits, from an archetypal perspective?
MEISEL: Yeah, Detroit has a prideful sense that it makes things of utility for its citizens: cars. It’s largely a masculine-driven, masculine-shaped outward articulation of product. Inside that psychology there was a sense of toughness. Detroit is bumpers and brawn. Its music, particularly its rock music—MC5, Iggy Pop, even Eminem, and Bob Seger—people like that are much more masculine in how they put forth a psychological expression. Underneath that, there’s the sense that, no matter how fate takes us, we’ll kick ass and prevail. No harm in that, but, if I juxtapose it to the feminine, where there are gathering places, parks that have trees, that have places for children, places to interact, places where art is uplifted—and places that are protected and preserved. That’s what was lacking in this area. There were no receiving places where softness could abide. No sense of a safe invitational space.
GREEN: So masculine is utility, and feminine is cultural and social bonds?
MEISEL: Yeah, masculine is dominion of environment, feminine is a kind, gentle flourishing within environment, and the sense of protective care and charitableness intrinsic in that. And when I lived there that was non-existent. Bar brawls, tough broads, property damage—you couldn’t even go to a park, really, and have a sense that there was anything to cherish in it. It was horrifying—for years, I didn’t have words for it, but it was horrifying. Even now, Detroit has historically not preserved its monuments; things go to ruin. Rebranding culture was: “Knock the shit down, and build something new.” And that’s what they did. God bless them, even Motown had to move to L.A. When they left, there was a vacancy. I remember when the Super Bowl was going on here in 2006, they were knocking down the old Motown offices. I stood there watching them being knocked down. You never know what’s going to be protected. I watched the building fall and a part of me died with it.
GREEN: But you think that’s changing, that there’s a sense of protecting Detroit as an ecosystem now?
MEISEL: Yes. There’s a twenty-something culture here of social organizers; I’ve seen some of them speak who are terrific. They’re basically saying that there’s a cultural place here and we have to protect it, preserve it, and promote it. And that power of voice and action has great hope, and it feels much more feminine in its energy than masculine. It births from preservation and bonding, not production.
GREEN: I’m not sure about every city, but the way you talk about Detroit, it sounds very similar to Rochester, New York, where I grew up. In Rochester we made cameras. Half of the population were “Dackers” who went from Kodak Park to the suburbs on the world’s first freeways, which were built for that purpose. And then the jobs just left. It went from 60,000 employees down to about 2,000, I think. So it’s the same kind of decay and hope for renewal, trying to have a balanced culture for really the first time, built out of the ruins of that industrial mentality.
MEISEL: Amen. Well, if we look at the word “culture,” it comes from the root “cultus,” meaning “to care.” So we have to ask ourselves, what does the caring in the culture look like? There was some power energy, some political energy in the city that just did not care about reviving a culture of compassion and inclusion. With Detroit, and obviously some of those other cities, the racial divide became part of the schism. It was evident what was cared about, which was separatism. That’s scary. But what does the culture show it cares about?
GREEN: You lived through the riots. Can you explain the background of what happened in 1967 and the consequences?
MEISEL: This summer, July 23rd, is the 50th anniversary of that, so there have been a lot of films and things to commemorate it. “Riot” is an increasingly pejorative term. It’s now being called the insurrection. But the antecedents to it are indisputable anymore. There was a real estate proxy that was really opting black people out. There were certain places in the city and in the suburbs where there was an absolute endeavor to keep them out. A lot of the black community moved to a part of Detroit that’s just off the central core, to the east side, called Paradise Valley, and Black Bottom—the term “Black Bottom” came from soil of the French farms that were originally settled there. Most of the black community was quarantined there, in extreme crowding. And then in the middle to late ’50s, the powers-that-be decided they were going to knock the whole neighborhood out and build a freeway, which is now the least-used freeway in the city. They took out all the blues and jazz clubs there—clubs that John Lee Hooker and so many others played at—god, it was a great area for that music culture. There was even a club called the Cozy Corner there where my late father, a jazz musician, played at. And once that area was decimated, the population started to spin and spiral, and spilled into other neighborhoods, and black people were again being marginalized. So a long story short, the seeds of the insurrection, the sense of “I’m sick of this oppression” by both the employment and real estate politics and the truly racist Detroit Police Department, really became the ferment that exploded on July 23, 1967. We can editorialize about whether it was right or wrong for the buildings to be burned and all that, but, psychologically speaking, it was inevitable. At some point it was going to unwind from its implosive spiral, and it did so, and it was the most violent protest in Detroit’s history. I think 43 people were killed, both whites and blacks. The city was never the same after that, not for years. Not ever again, really.
GREEN: I know you worked with victims of the crack epidemic in the ’80s, was that another consequence?
MEISEL: The insurrection spilled well into the east side; it spiraled out. The east side took it really bad, and it was already in a spiral—even in the early ’60s, it was beginning to lose its cohesive core. In the ’80s, I worked at runaway shelters, on East Jefferson Street and also on Virginia Park, which is right near where the riots actually started, and the infamous Algiers Motel incident.
GREEN: What happened at the Algiers Motel?
MEISEL: That’s something that happened during the riots. The Algiers Motel was an infamous party motel, like the Tropicana Motel in L.A. that Tom Waits and other musicians lived at. This was one of those, a lot of drugs, a lot of musicians partying. The incident involved some black musicians and singers and some white girls, who I think were runaways, maybe in the sex industry. I think there was a rumor that spread that there were gunshots there, so the Detroit Police came in, and rogue cops just killed them all. It was horrible. It’s actually being made into a movie by Kathryn Bigelow that’s out in August, aptly called Detroit. I worked right on the street that led up to that motel, which had been taken down by then. But the crack epidemic was much more prevalent on the east side, so there were large-scale transactions of crack going on. When I worked over there, it was not atypical at all to hear gunshots, to be inside gunfire. I remember walking across the street past a man who had just been shot laying there. That was an ignoble period, again, in this post-apocalypse of Detroit. That epidemic took out the east side, and it’s barely on its feet again. And it shaped the writing of Beautiful Rust.
GREEN: Your newest book, though, is about love, a different subject completely. You talk about how it’s both a blessing and a challenge to find love. How so?
MEISEL: I suppose we could argue that love, career, and parenting are big stadiums to play in. When I do marriage therapy, I frame it that way, that you’re crazy to get married. [Green laughs] You think you’re doing it to get a house, and make love a couple times a week, and have a friend. What you’re really doing, whether you know it or not, is entering a portal of learning how to love unselfishly another human being. What I mean, really, is that you enter your partner’s symbolization of love. I have to enter my wife’s symbolization of love. It’s not mine; it’s different; it’s another country. I have to learn how she constructs the symbol of her love. It’s a challenge to do that, and a great opportunity, and it’s not for the weak-hearted, because you end up being increasingly humbled via ineptitude and ecstatic experience; both, if you’re going to do it right. So I couldn’t avoid that subject in that book, Drunken Sweetheart at My Door. I think it was a necessary balm to write this kind of book after writing these gritty Detroit poems. I have a generous, excellent friend, a poet named Joy Gaines-Friedler who blurbed it. She’s one of the poets I write to in my imagination, when I write. She has a great ear.
GREEN: You’ve said you have a happy marriage yourself, which is an important thing for a therapist trying to give advice on marriage. What makes it happy—what works?
MEISEL: My wife’s my best friend; she’s an extraordinarily bright and emotionally effervescent person. We met when we were young kids in our twenties, and I think what has made it work is that we’re in what I call our fourth marriage. In the journey of love, one cycles through phasic stages of marriage. We came together as two young kids who had to grow each other up, and grow our sense of family symbol up with our daughter. And then we had to launch her, which moved us beyond our second stage of marriage, where we had to separate from the contract of growing each other up; we had to individuate. My wife had to get into her own career; I had to get into the part of my psychology that would ask me who do I want to be—in emergent middle age. I’m not growing her up anymore; she’s not growing me up anymore. So we had to rebrand and restyle our relationship as we moved through these stages, and we’re always seeing each other anew again, as lovers and as people who are navigating the portal into old age. What’s made it successful is our willingness to put to death old stages, and bring to birth new stages. We’ve been hawkish about doing that, and it’s not been easy. It’s hard to let go, and it’s hard to conceive with no map, just imagination. I know that sounds very intellectual, but we really have a love of the heart together. I don’t know where I’d be without her.
GREEN: One of the things that I realized, being married, is that every married couple seems to have the same struggles. There’s a certain way that two human beings interact that creates certain problems that seem to be universal. Do you think that’s the case?
MEISEL: We have these phrases, you know, we’re going to “tie the knot.” And the knot inextricably gets tied around each other’s neck. And so, yeah, we create the same general experiences, where we’re over-involved with one another, and we have to separate like cells. We have to fight over the finances, fight over our versions of love, learn to self-regulate and soothe one another. These are the same problems over and over; they are archetypal problems. It’s funny, because no one’s immune. Empedocles said there’s no love without strife. So la-dee-da. [both laugh]
GREEN: So is accepting that there will be strife at the heart of getting through it?
MEISEL: Yeah. You see, one of the crucial experiences that people, and couples need to deal with, accept, and recycle, is disappointment. Because to be married is to disappoint one another over and over again, even while you’re trying to please one another and invigorate one another. Disappointment infects hope. It stifles vulnerable risking. And it is that disappointment that inevitably forces one to be honest around maturity and immaturity juxtapositions. To deal with disappointment is to mature, in self-acceptance and in the acceptance of the other. My wife can’t be everything to me—though I want her to be. I want her to be a goddess to me, but she’s just a woman. I have to be disappointed with her, and she me, and I have to forgive her, and forgive myself for my stupidity. The journey into that is to mature. George Harrison said it, but he was quoting one of his teachers, “You can’t become enlightened until you are enlightened in love.” If you can’t succeed in love, you’re not going to succeed in enlightenment. If you fail in love, you’ve got a challenge there to see what is possible for you in the sacred journey of love. And if you fail in love, it’s a beautiful thing, because it helps you see that you have healing work to do in your heart and soul. If you fail in love, that’s a great turnstile. And if you succeed in love, it means you’ve failed in love. You can’t get around it. And I love that.
GREEN: Is it spiritual to you? You used some spiritual language—is there a religious sense to it?
MEISEL: There’s a spiritual sense, and to be more Buddhist about it, it’s always the ego that says, “You must be this for me, and I will be this idea for you.” The ego that’s reducto absurdum, that defines love in a small knot you would exist in, is an illusion, and it’s a fallacy, and a great trap. I see love as part of the way the ego is unraveled. One unravels the ego that would reduce love to a formula for safety. It’s not risk-free at all. That is, for me, spiritual for sure. The journey through fear, into the illusion of safety, and right back again. Love risks the actual for the possible. It’s a bike with loose wheels. You try them on, ride them and break them, replace them with new ones, and so on. And that’s the shape of the journey. It regulates and dis-regulates all the time. And yet it creates a cycle of life.
GREEN: What are you working on now?
MEISEL: I’m working on five books.
GREEN: Five books!
MEISEL: Yeah. I’ve learned in my 23 years of writing, that I can’t be monogamous to one book. My imagination is too restless. So I have four or five that I’m really working on. One that is short little love poems that have a clever conceit in them—they’re love poems to automobiles. I’ll pick a car—I’m a ’50s junkie, so I have a ’59 Ford, and my twin brother has a ’55 Chevy—so in these poems I pick a car, and there has to be a song in it. That’s the fun conceit in them—a song. They’re a lot of fun to write.
Then I’m writing another book of dialogues with saints or deities or famous personages. The threshold for me there is that I’ll invite the saint in, I’ll shut my eyes, and we’ll talk. Inside that, my hope is that the saint knocks me around a little bit, and helps me see reality a little differently. So I love that book, and I have a handful of those started. One called “Our Lady of the Rosary,” has just been published in the Kentucky Review.
Another book is a new Detroit book that’s much more positive—sweet, if you will. And then there’s another book that’s really a book about energy and movement, and inside of that there’s a lot more pastoral stuff. For instance, what is a moving river telling me about the design and the choreography of reality as it moves?
So I’m just dancing all around. [laughs]
GREEN: With so many projects going, do you write daily, at a regular time?
MEISEL: I really wish that I could. Galway Kinnell said, “If I didn’t have to work so much I’d have written five more.” My day off is Friday, so I will write Friday, and I’m fairly faithful to it. By Friday I’m so burning with ambition that I’ll do it one way or the other. And as we all know, there’s also the irrational stupidity of writing from 1 a.m. to 4 a.m., though as I get older I can’t do it and also recover by morning for my day job.
GREEN: What’s the process like, for you? You mentioned confronting the blank page as the joy of it, do you start with anything, or do you really start with a blank page?
MEISEL: When I taught myself to write, I bought a bunch of Golden Guides, are you familiar with those?
GREEN: No.
MEISEL: They’re little paperback books for elementary school kids, maybe five inches around, and I have tons of them now. They describe subject matter: rocks and minerals, trees, birds, ecology. I work in an office upstairs, surrounded by bookshelves. I’ll pick one of these Golden Guides and I’ll look at something. Maybe I’m looking at a hickory tree. Or maybe I’m looking at a red-breasted towhee, a bird. And I’ll shut my eyes and just launch. I have to be triggered by something nominal and near. Or I will be triggered by a thought that emerged earlier in the week, and that thought could be anything. What is a moving river trying to tell me? What would St. Theresa tell me about divinity? If it’s the morning, I’ll be good and hopped up on coffee. If it’s evening, I’ll have a Jameson’s. Anymore, I’ll gather a bunch of other resource books around me, and it’s frenetic activity. It drives my poor wife crazy, because she knows I’m out of my mind at that point. I’ll have a circle of books around me, and I’ll go in them and start looking at pictures, words, and that just compels me. I can’t do it rehearsed; it’s a chaotic, disruptive process. It breaks me out of any rehearsed doldrums, that’s for sure.
GREEN: One of the things you do, that’s unique, is that you donate the proceeds from all of your books to specific charities. Can you talk about why you do that?
MEISEL: When I first started doing poetry readings, it was a rather nauseating experience for me. I’m sure you’ve had it, too—you get up there and you have your three or four pages, and you’re going to read and show the world your shit. And I felt so elitist about it. What am I doing this for? I didn’t know what the deeper impetus was for me to promote my art, and I never really have resolved it. The idea that I would say, “Tim, buy my book”—I just can’t do it; it makes me feel gratuitous and weird. So with Beautiful Rust, I decided to donate the proceeds. I wanted to have a transactional process that served something beyond just buying my book. The only way I could resolve that paradox was to give that money to charities, and each book will inform what charity I end up donating to. So with Drunken Sweetheart, I’m giving the proceeds to a woman’s shelter.
I have a new book—published through FutureCycle Press coming out—it’s called Mortal Lullabies, poems of grief, and I’m donating the proceeds to a wonderful organization called Kevin’s Song. Kevin was a client of mine for a brief period of time and, god love him, he took his own life, after he’d stopped seeing me for therapy. He was the son of a wonderful attorney I know, John Urso and his wife Gail. After Kevin died, John and Gail made great strides in setting up an organization to serve people and families in crisis. I wrote a ten-page poem called “Kevin’s Song” that is in this book, that is really an elegy for this man who I would look at, in his face, and I could feel him leaving the world. It’s a cryptic feeling to have someone engage you, be fond of you, care about themselves, as they’re leaving. It’s like light shimmering away. You can find info on Kevin’s Song online at kevinssong.org.
So I’m donating these proceeds to that organization. That action makes me feel whole. And I think it keeps my artist’s heart alive and fertile and buoyant and free. Which is necessary for me.
GREEN: That’s interesting, because I had the same experience. When I published my first book, selling it was such an unpleasant experience that I haven’t published much since; I just write things and put them away.
MEISEL: This weird sense that writing becomes product-driven, I can’t get around that. It’s important to protect that innocent urge to create. Once we publish, the goal tends to become externalized rather than internalized. I’m even getting sick of submitting poems. How many hours do I waste just trying to track on Duotrope who I’m supposed to send this crap to? Jack Gilbert didn’t do that; he quit sending them out. I like that.
But in my lobby, I have copies of a few magazines, especially Rattle if I’m not in it, and every now and then a client will come in with the actual Rattle and say, “This poem really touches me. This line here.” For me, if the poetry can speak to somebody’s sense of experience, I think the literary magazine has served its purpose.
There are also those precious times when you publish a poem and somebody sends you a message that says something about what the poem did for them. I had one published in a magazine in Ireland, Skylight 47, and I got this little message back. As Levine said, in the end he just wanted the poems to be useful to somebody else’s core experience. So to get that back is worth it, to know that it touched on something useful to another. And that’s what I would go for at readings. Can I read a poem that serves someone’s sense of self-love? Can it be of service to their own touching of beauty? If poetry readings have that—and so much depends on the person running the reading—how do you set up a frame so that people know what they’re there for and know what the dessert could be for them. If people can do that responsibly, then I think poetry becomes more communal. Otherwise it’s just a bunch of people showing their armpits.
GREEN: How do you promote your books? One of the great things about donating to charity is that it must purify the act of promotion, because you’re helping to raise funds and awareness for the charity.
MEISEL: I will have a formal launch, and I’ll have a representative, if possible, from the charity there. So I get up there and I say, “Talk to this lady. This is what we’re doing here; the purpose is to create a fund stream for this charity. The prop is this book, but the real vehicle is your care and attraction to this charity and how you can serve it, because it’s serving a greater good beyond all of us.” So I’ll have a formal launch, and in subsequent readings I’ll shout it out. “If you buy this book, I’m not seeing a damn dime; it’s all going to this fine charity.” And it gives me a greater sense of success and personal fulfillment. I think it also helps me write with a greater utility. If I know the poems in this new book are for Kevin’s Song, the poems shape themselves toward that blossom. And they’re living beyond their own immediacy and means; they’re serving something.
GREEN: I love your poetry for the rich complexity that it explores, but I also love the way you go about poetry; I think this is the way it’s meant to be.
MEISEL: Thank you. Being a psychotherapist, I would say it this way, and I do say it to my artist clients: We are an assemblage of identities, and so the poet in me is just an identity process. These identities shape and inform the journey we are on, they’re just assemblies of selfhood that we can mature in. In the end, they are just borrowings, costumes; they’re illusions of form, and we give of ourselves through them—until they serve their true purpose and are no longer necessary. Inside that stream of my poet’s identity, I’m following the same subtext rules: I have to mature. Which means I have to become increasingly awake to what the artist in me is trying to become. That certainly takes me up the tree, up the beanstalk, away from just the self-important sense of being an author. Even that identity process—of being a poet—demands a maturation, bathed in love and compassion. Even my care for how I am an artist has to become prevalent to me. So thank you, because I think when I started to do this, I realized I had to grow up in this. You can’t just stay fixed, ego-based, you have to grow. What is this doing for me? If I can answer that question in a flexible way, I’ll keep doing it, but if I can’t, I’ll stop. It has to be a process that cares for something. Our multitude identities have to care for something beyond them. My father identity has to care for my daughter’s becoming; has to care beyond its fantasy structure, it just has to. My husband identity must rise up and be grown inside the greater lover’s identity, and so forth …
GREEN: Do you think we’re all meant to be artists? One thing I think about a lot is these self-driving cars. The most common job in America is driving—it’s going to be gone in ten, twenty years, maybe less. What are we going to do with ourselves? And do you think art can be an answer? Do you think it’s fundamental to being human in a way that everyone can produce art, or do you think that some are born artists?
MEISEL: I think each one of us—and this is hardly a new thought—has an intrinsic artistic capacity to create. It takes a multitude of forms, but yeah, I think that the encouragement of artistic expression in human beings is one of the major ways that people mature and self-accept, that they have a unique beauty to give to the world. And the second part of your commentary is un-ignorable. Heidegger didn’t trust technology, because it takes away a human being’s self-resourcefulness. You can’t break up with your girlfriend now in the old school way of face-to-face if you’re fifteen years old—you can just text her! [Green laughs] The more we become seduced by technology, the less we factor and produce from our own sense of resource.
GREEN: We’re all in a search for meaning, even if we don’t think about it. The meaning of life is to be in search of the meaning for life. And it ties back to Detroit, because Detroit’s meaning was to make cars, to make things of use. And once those industries die, you have to look in the mirror and mature, and figure out what you’re going to do. I see this sort of meaning collapse coming with technology, and I don’t know what we’re going to do in the wake of it. What are we going to do as human beings to rise up out of the ruins of our own utility?
MEISEL: It’s interesting. I feel the same emerging concern. It reminds me of the great Michigan poet Jim Harrison, who said that even schools aren’t teaching students to go into the environment anymore. They’re teaching kids to join the economy, into corporate structures, to join the world of profit. The environment of nature, where you discover or uncover who you are inside the threshold of the unknown, is being lost—and part of technology’s seduction is to make the unknown known, in a way that takes away uncertainty. That’s frightening to me. I can Google anything right now, but to not discover through uncertainty is a psychological crippling. For instance, as you say, now I can plug a car in and it will drive me, and that means I don’t learn how to navigate. It strips a person of the necessary struggle for a resourceful autonomy. It makes us leave our body. I can’t find my way to Tim Green without my GPS; I don’t have directions in my body anymore. That’s very frightening.
GREEN: We’ve had this Rust Belt Poets issue in the pipeline for quite a while, but with Donald Trump’s election, one of the theories, and I think the one that seems most plausible, is the turnover of the blue collar Rust Belt Democrats who didn’t turn out for Clinton, or who voted for Trump directly. There was all that talk of the “Blue Wall” of Pennsylvania, Michigan, and Wisconsin; there was no way this region could turn, but the pundits were wrong. Why do you think they were wrong?
MEISEL: At the expense of sounding repetitive and cliché, the movement of jobs out of the country and out of the Midwest precedes Trump, and precedes this particular assemblage of politicians and concerns by years. The dark side of the capitalist impetus is profit over people, and when you have a profit over people ethos, you will have turnover of people who are stripped of meaning, and of an honest ability to make a buck by doing something useful that contributes and that gives them pride. So damn right, you have a contingent of honorable and honest workers who are stripped of any of that, and then you have desperation, and an overturn vote. Do I personally believe that Donald Trump will save them? Oh hell no. Part of Trump’s allure was that he made declarative promises, and he used a declarative style of self-promotion that I think speaks very convincingly to those who’ve lost declarative voice. They’ve lost power. Do I believe him and in him? Not at all. He’s not going to be the answer to that question.
GREEN: There was a time it seemed few poets were writing politically. Ten, fifteen years ago, I thought poetry should be more engaged. Because it’s a part of your worldview, a part of how you construct reality, so it’s an important thing to explore through art. But it felt like no one would touch it in what was still at the tail-end of the confessional era’s influence. Now it’s totally switched, and half the poems coming in are political. Poetry has really taken a polemic turn.
MEISEL: I don’t trust my own polemic nature; I’m too much of a big mouth. I practice a restraint because I’m much more interested in what’s underneath my distress. And the polemic is defense against something much more uncertain that I’m trying to grab. That doesn’t mean, I suppose, that some of what I write isn’t political, but I don’t want to be polemic. I don’t like what I say; I’m sure I’ll be cruel and stupid rather than contemplative and compassionate, or thoughtful about the real crucible of things. One of the crucibles I can really see, when there’s a faux-tribalism, there’s a loss of courtesy, a loss of compassion, a loss of curiosity. And I think that’s the much larger, deeper, problematic crucible that’s really underpinning all of this. That to me is the mark of all the reactionism that’s going on. And it sets the stage for immature design.
It’s hard to trust politics as a vehicle right now. I’m beginning to wonder if, in the larger stream in our politics, that we’re going to have a reactionary process, and to that end Trump could be one of the necessary figures that throws Molotov cocktails. Inside a conflict resolution domain, you will have the tribe trickster, the tribe Heyoka, the one who is laughing at the funeral, who’s knocking over the tombstones, as part of the necessary corrective, re-balancing of the justice process. We may go through this for years, as part of the larger totemic interplay that helps us begin to say, “What are we supposed to be caring about here?” I think I’ll be long dead and gone before some of the reconciliation process kicks in. We may be having a series of reactive figures. I think our job is to hunker down and bear it, and care for what we are here to care for, protect what we can protect. But we’re ducking and running a lot of the time. I just hope that in our running, we can leave behind what will be useful for those coming behind us. Art and self-growth always ensure that a pearl or two is left behind, maybe under a bush or a cracked tombstone, but by goodness, it is findable there. The pearl is for somebody’s useful taking. That’s what I’d want my contribution to ensure. A string of pearls for a wandering pilgrim to discover, to use.
contributor notes
CONTRIBUTOR NOTES
Poetry
Joseph A. Chelius: “I am drawn to poems and stories about work—the physical details involved in office life or in unskilled laboring jobs, such as loading a van, stocking grocery shelves, or scouring lockers with steel wool. My earliest jobs taught me how to get along in this world—how to submit myself to routines of a working day and to treat my co-workers with dignity and respect.”
Wendy Chen: “Li Qingzhao is considered the greatest female poet in Chinese history. Yet despite her distinguished reputation in China, she remains relatively unknown and untranslated in the West. I am currently working on a translation of her body of work that, I hope, will revive interest and bring a new audience to her writing.”
<wendychenart.com>
Edward Derby: “My grandmother in Massachusetts and my grandfather in Florida both recited poetry, often at busy family dinners. Everyone stopped and listened. I was captivated both by the conjuring of the poems and the transformation of the clangorous dining rooms into places of poetic contemplation. My grandparents became vessels for something larger than themselves. I write to give myself over to, and search for, that larger world that connects us. I write to relive that wonder, to construct my own version of it. I write for quiet rooms and haunted grandchildren.”
<@Derbinator>
Heather Finnegan: “In the spring, the high school poetry teacher/soul-mom took the class downtown to the county art museum and library, which were separated by a large, fresh patch of clover and grass. We were free to roam so long as we had a new draft by the end of the day. I’d been using my college visits that year to explore as many new art museums as I could with the idea that I would one day curate. I kept note of curatorial choices I liked as well as the things I thought I’d do differently. When I turned the first draft of this in to my teacher at the end of that day I said, ‘This is the most fun I’ve had in weeks.’ And it was.”
Jim Hanlen: “What you want and what you get can be an unwanted tombstone on top of you. My mother-in-law is resting far from her friends in the pioneer plot. Sometimes, no one asks the poet or sometimes they’ll just say the poet got it wrong.”
Zachary Hester: “I read poetry because of what Guy Davenport calls the ‘geography of the imagination.’ I’m interested in the electricity it conducts through the brain.”
Donna Hilbert: “I read and write poetry to grapple with the joy and sorrow of life. Next to my family, poetry is the force that drives my life.”
<donnahilbert.com>
Ananda Lima: “I came to America on my own and for a predicted temporary time, as a graduate student in linguistics. I spent my first years here happily learning to turn sentences into increasingly more complex syntactic trees. I studied the trajectory of sounds from lungs, to throat, to tongue, to ear. I computed the lambda calculus of ‘longing.’ But by the time I ended my program, I was married to an American and thus here to stay. And I had also understood that I wanted a different type of relationship to language, which went beyond analyzing its mechanics. Today I use the language that brought me to this country to help me live in it. I write about being ‘other,’ about my evolving understanding of myself and my place in America, motherhood in immigration, how my son and I will always have different homes: ‘longing’ as more than a sequence of sounds, a two-place predicate, a verb with an indirect object.”
<anandalima.com>
Bob Lucky: “There are days, these days especially, when words seem more slippery than usual. Some days you can use them to bury meaning. Other days they’re good for varnishing a truth or two. In general, I like them, which is why I write.”
Herbert Woodward Martin: “In three and a half decades of teaching, I have tried to impart the knowledge of how to write a poem to my students which I received from my teachers, the old guys who were my masters. They had taught me and endorsed in my visions. It was wisdom so potent that I tried to pass the tasty morsels on to them. I think a few of them took what I said to heart and believed.”
Andrew Miller: “I grew up in a very religious household. We prayed at least three times a day, and I was brought up to believe that if my prayers were said sincerely—that is, if they were said with ‘the best words in the best order’—they would be answered. The first time I heard a modern poem (it was Donald Justice’s ‘Memories of a Porch’), I understood that it was a prayer and that the feelings it made in me were the answer to that prayer. I also understood that I wanted to make such prayers of my own, and I am still trying to do just that.”
Behzad Molavi: “One night we went through heavy turbulence on a plane to Stockholm. Oxygen masks dropped from above. The old man beside me began mumbling to himself. He was reciting poems as if they were prayers. That’s not why I write poetry, but it’s close enough.”
<behzad.m.molavi@gmail.com>
Al Ortolani: “I became interested in Emmett Kelly recently, and as I was ‘surfing’ his life, I ran into a picture of him in full Weary Willie costume trying to put out flames at the Hartford Circus Fire in 1944. I had already started the poem from a sort of Everyman position, but I worked into an Emmett Kelly as archetype poem, one that was not about the fire in particular, but about the ‘funny man’ decompressing at the end of a day. I think it relates to most of us as we leave behind our ‘public face.’ In general I find poems in little moments. Small moments, maybe profound, but probably as ubiquitous as dogs behind a chain-link fence. I like the idea of opening the gate, so I can step in closer to see if they lick my hand, or bite my ass. Mostly, they’re good guys, but not too keen on playing dead or begging for treats.”
<alortolani.com>
Li Qingzhao (1084–1151) defied cultural expectations for women by mastering ci (lyrics), composing scholarly wen (essays) on a variety of subjects, writing political shi (poems) criticizing government policies, and gaining the acknowledgement of her male contemporaries for her literary and scholarly accomplishments. She is renowned particularly for her ci, which are poems set to music with predetermined meters and tones. During the Southern Song Dynasty, her ci were gathered into a collection titled Rinsing over Jade that has since been lost. She persevered through war, exile, imprisonment, and the loss of her fortune, and continued writing all her life.
Lee Rossi: “Ever since my friend Tim water-bombed the Dean of Discipline and I memorialized the incident in rhyming stanzas (think ‘The Highwayman’), much to the delight of my seminary classmates, I’ve been hooked, poetry being the poor man’s heroin, junk for those who like their highs vicarious.”
Michael Sears: “I didn’t start writing poetry until my mother called to tell me that my friend’s sister, a former babysitter of mine, had been murdered in her apartment. This was my first poem, and my first attempt to understand what happened.”
<michael89sears@gmail.com>
Matthew Buckley Smith: “The more time I spend with poetry, the less certain I am of anything I say about it. I’ll admit that as a reader I tend to favor clarity over innovation, beauty over authenticity, and feeling over moral rectitude. As a writer I just try to write poems I would want to read. But even these inclinations I grow daily less sure of.”
Dennis Trudell: “I write poems to help me learn what is important to me at any given time. Years ago I taught at a state maximum security prison and later at a federal prison. This long afterward I still find myself imagining being isolated in that way. ‘A Few Minutes’ is a brief tale of a man seeking to briefly ‘escape’ in the only way he can—through an effort of mind and will. I often write narrative poems and never know as I enter them where they will take me.”
Rust Belt Poets
Steve Abbott: “The Rust Belt encompasses, depending on how you look at it, the northernmost Southern states or the easternmost Plains states. Right now, particularly in Ohio where I’ve lived my life, it’s a swath of nostalgia, resentment, and disorientation polluted by political opportunism and corporate venality. Some see the struggle here as rural vs. urban, but it’s actually conflict between those who want to keep living with people just like themselves and those who are accustomed or open to interacting with people of different races, cultures, religions, ideas, and appearances. The proximity of the two groups provides a high-resolution lens a poet can use to view contemporary American life—sometimes appalling, sometimes inspiring, but always deeply human.”
<abbott4949@gmail.com>
Caroline Barnes: “I grew up in rural southeastern Wisconsin in the 1950s, a part of the Rust Belt and just a short distance from the Illinois line. All of our neighbors were farmers who worked small plots of land. During the winter they worked in factories and plants. Many struggled to buy clothes and provide food for their children, as even the combination of farm and factory work couldn’t pay the bills. My father, a doctor, bought a hundred acres of farmland that he left fallow and built a large house with a long driveway and expansive lawn on a road where many people’s children had no shoes. He was very proud of the house and the land, but we—his children—were ashamed. At the small rural school we attended we were bullied and ostracized because we didn’t fit in. I feel that experience of being an outsider is very much in my poetry, as well as the landscape of rural Wisconsin in the 1950s and the feeling of loneliness that can come from both inside and outside of a family.”
Cameron Barnett: “I’ve lived in Pittsburgh ever since my family moved here in 1996. My parents grew up here but my siblings and I were all born in California—but I credit being raised in Pittsburgh with turning me into the person I am today. Pittsburgh is often associated with blue collar grit, and this still rings true though our steel mills have fallen silent. For me, grit is an ancestral quality of this city. I come from a lineage of black Americans who escaped slavery and Jim Crow and made it to Pittsburgh, only to fight and desegregate and integrate this city during the Civil Rights era of the ’50s and ’60s. In particular, my grandfather Bishop Charles Foggie stands out as a fighter and champion of liberty. I take his legacy as a family torch to be carried, and this informs my writing. My poems largely have to do with race and family, as well as how those two things intersect in my own personal relationships. Pittsburgh is a city that is at once progressive and antiquated, and this is indicative of the Rust Belt—always seeking to get ahead, but hesitant to cast off the past too quickly. This struggle shaped my family, my childhood, my education, and shapes my poetry today.”
<cameronbarnettpoet.wordpress.com>
Milton Bates: “I’ve lived for all but a dozen of my seventy-plus years in the upper Midwest, most of them in Milwaukee, the self-proclaimed Machine Shop of the World. Like most Rust Belt cities, Milwaukee has had to re-invent itself since the days when my father and grandfather worked in its machine shops. That evolution, together with the city’s history of absorbing wave upon wave of immigrants, makes it a stimulating place in which to live and work. And we do work, whether making heavy machinery or poems. In few cities is the work ethic so revered and so strictly observed, even by artists and writers.”
George Bilgere: “I’ve lived here in the scenic Rust Belt for 25 years. Not half my life, but long enough to have seen a lot of rust. Although I grew up in California I was actually born in St. Louis and lived there until I was ten. St. Louis is just as ‘Rust Belt’ as Cleveland. So I guess that yes, I self-identify as a Rust-Belter. But the fact is that I really don’t write much poetry about that.”
<georgebilgere.com>
Sarah Carson: “I was born and raised in Flint, Michigan, in a family of autoworkers. I moved away to Chicago after college and have since struggled to reconcile my identity as a daughter of the Rust Belt with my new life in the urban middle class. As I look forward to having a daughter of my own, this poem wrestles with that identity—and what it will mean for her to be the first generation removed from post-industrial life in the Midwest.”
<sarahamycarson.com>
Eric Chiles: “I’m as Pennsylvanian as scrapple, soft pretzels, and pierogis, and have spent my entire life in the Rust Belt—college at Penn State, grad school at Indiana University—and I’ve seen Bethlehem Steel employ tens of thousands and then crumble. The Lehigh Valley is the geographic center of the Megalopolis, and is the keyhole of the Keystone State. Today our cornfields sprout mile-long freight warehouses because much of what goes north, south, east, or west funnels through here.”
Nic Custer: “My hometown, Flint, Michigan, is verdant and brownfield, a city of ghosts, bars and church folk. It’s a tough place that built unions using stubborn Southern pride, a town disowned and turned into a punch line. My poetry aims to make sense of the simultaneous push and pull of living in a place that defined the blue collar American Dream but now could be mistaken for a nightmare. Although it has fallen from national headlines, Flint is still experiencing a water disaster. One hundred thousand residents negotiate daily challenges using bottled water for nearly everything from baby formula to brushing their teeth while paying the highest water rates in the country to avoid shut-off notices and Child Protective Services. The multi-generational effects of this unsolved crisis coupled with a continued lack of political autonomy and decades of unemployment, arson, and violence are central themes in my writing. As a poet, I often explore balancing frustration at bleak futures with a resistant call to action. I experiment with deconstructing official government and media narratives to better reflect how it feels to live in a city forced to poison itself by a revolving series of state-appointed Emergency Managers. My work at times personifies the physical environment to explore how it informs residents’ self-image. Although my experience is one out of many, it attempts to empower residents by giving voice to our hopes and trials.”
Rachel Custer: “These poems are part of a collection of ‘rural voice’ poems on which I’m working. The Rust Belt is, in some ways, the embodiment of the Protestant work ethic, married to rural America as an identifying philosophy. These voices are so often overlooked for big-city slick and the fashions of the day. There is a sense about rural America that nothing ever changes, and simultaneously that everything is always changing elsewhere. That we are losing ourselves. We are grounded by earth, the change of the seasons, and by work. In this sense, Rust Belt is an apt name.”
Jim Daniels: “I have spent my entire life in the Rust Belt, born in Detroit, and living in Pittsburgh for the last 35 years, with a three-year stint near Toledo in between. My writing has always been focused on place—both the literal places of blue collar towns and the ‘place’ of social class. My style has always been straightforward and direct because of the influence of these places.”
<fb.com/Jim-Daniels-45934689651>
Todd Davis: “I was born, raised, and have lived in the Rust Belt for 52 years. The first eighteen years of my life were spent in the factory town of Elkhart, Indiana, playing basketball and football and dreaming about the deep forests in upstate New York where I’d visited to backpack with my father and uncle, places that seemed otherworldly, so green and with water we drank directly from streams flowing out of the sides of mountains. After that, I lived in northern Illinois for seven years, then another six years in Goshen, Indiana, and for the past fourteen years I’ve lived in Pennsylvania, ten miles north of the dying railroad town of Altoona. Because of these places, notions of decay and injury can be found in my poems, and poets like Jim Daniels and Jan Beatty have been important in showing me ways to write about what matters here. The small village of Tipton where my house sits is near 41,000 acres of game lands. I hunt and fish in what seems to be an imitation of those first forests I encountered in upstate New York, planning my escape into their creases. But even in the most remote places in these 41,000 acres I can’t escape the legacy of the Rust Belt: acid mine drainage from deep tunnel mining and strip mining for coal creates ‘kill zones’ in the forest and makes some of the streams sterile. I suppose I hope that my poems offer a glimpse of the good in these places while not flinching at the harm we’ve done to the land and to each other.”
<todddavispoet.com>
Sarah Wylder Deshpande: “I grew up in Elkhart, Indiana, the recreational vehicle manufacturing capital of the world. It’s an industrial town with two rivers, the Elkhart and the St. Joe. I spent my childhood exploring rivers and abandoned factories and riding trains. I live outside the Midwest now, but I miss the wide-openess of landscape and driving along the highway with cornfields on either side, always being able to see the horizon.”
William Evans: “I think being from the Midwest is a unique negotiation for a writer as I often find myself putting forth an idea that isn’t so much profound as it is making a statement of awareness for readers. I often feel that the aesthetic of many poets outside of the Rust Belt is an affirming action that confirms or reinforces what we may believe about the location already. In my part of the country, I think the writers are often defending their home. It’s a pursuit of not only relevance but of reverence of where our voice fits in the national conversation. This poem, ‘I Say Cathedral When I Mean Gunpowder,’ feels particularly Midwest when it encounters the shifting environments, hard-to-penetrate culture, and realities of what being in the middle of the country demands.”
<blacknerdproblems.com>
Kelly Fordon: “Even though I spent a lot of time in the Midwest as a child, I was not truly a resident of the Rust Belt until I moved to Michigan in the ’90s with my husband and settled in the suburbs of Detroit. At that time, I was shocked by the divisiveness between the city and suburbs. I remain in shock. This poem reflects some of what I have witnessed in terms of privileged sensibility and racism in the suburbs.”
<kellyfordon.com>
Kelsey Hagarman: “I was raised in the suburbs of Pittsburgh, went to college in Ohio, and still live in Columbus. The stereotypical writer is supposed to live in New York City, not flyover country. I didn’t always love the Rust Belt—the hint of Pittsburghese that clings to my voice, that sense of isolation that living in a town with one main street, surrounded by cornfields, fosters. But it is a place of poetry, too.”
Kamal E. Kimball: “I’ve lived most of my life in the Rust Belt, and have always been struck by its contradictions. It’s America’s breadbasket, overflowing with wheat, corn, and soybeans in the summer. I grew up in Michigan, where we spent long, refreshing afternoons on the beaches of the state’s many lakes. Yet the Rust Belt is also scarred with burned-out factories and dotted with towns that opiates and meth have ravaged. There is a looming sense of frustration, an anger at the past and for the future. This tension permeates my writing, which is at once abundant with musicality and haunted by a sense of something missing.”
<kamalkimball.com>
Nancy Krygowski: “I live in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, and grew up in Youngstown, Ohio, where I came to consciousness as the steel mills closed and the downtown emptied and boarded itself up. I moved to New England (because, I thought, that’s where poets come from). Then San Francisco (again, poets). But those places were too easily, too obviously, beautiful—blue skies and candy colored houses, little bakeries with happy hippy-haired workers. I missed having to search for beauty, missed, also, how emptiness breeds, needs creation. So I came back—to buildings that still hold the mills’ smoke, to potholes and aproned church ladies who sell pierogis during Lent. This sensibility—how to find the beautiful in the grit, in the destruction—guides my writing.”
Cade Leebron: “I grew up in south central Pennsylvania, which is in the Rust Belt, and is also part of the region occasionally referred to as Pennsyltucky. Specifically, I grew up in Gettysburg, which is both a tourist town and a college town. These two ‘industries’ helped to keep Gettysburg a bit more afloat than the surrounding area, though the town still has a lot of issues with poverty (and a floundering public school system, and racism, and anti-Semitism, and misogyny, and a list that could continue on). Mostly when I tell people I grew up there, I say that there are more dead people than alive. I suppose this could be said of anywhere, though it tends to get a laugh in the context of Gettysburg ghost tours. Growing up, Gettysburg often felt like a trap (and sometimes it was a trap that I didn’t want to escape) and I think that both this sense of confinement and being surrounded constantly by death have influenced my poetry. Often when I build a poem, I’m replicating that feeling, I’m building a trap. And the speaker is stuck in there and has to somehow figure it out. Growing up in the Rust Belt also gave me a sense of awareness when writing of never wanting to make fun of people stuck in poverty, or stuck in tiny towns, or stuck in circumstance. It’s not that these communities shouldn’t be critiqued, just that having grown up where I did, I don’t think it helps to make rural people the butt of all our post-election think-piece jokes.”
<mslifeisbestlife.com>
Dillon McCrea: “I’ve lived in northeast Ohio since I was eleven. I went to middle school and high school in Ashland, and have lived in Akron since I started college five years ago. The biggest way living in the Rust Belt affects my work is the vibrant poetry and arts community here in Akron. Not just the arts community, but how this city comes together as a community in general. I’ve been involved in many incredible events here in Akron just in the last year from arts festivals to a peace march in support of our immigrant community. In a place that was recently described in a national publication as a ‘dying city’ of rubber and heroine, I see things that inspire me to create on a daily basis.”
Christine Rhein: “I grew up in Detroit, and I’ve always lived in southeastern Michigan. When I began studying and writing poetry, in my mid-30s, I discovered the work of Philip Levine. I was inspired not only by his poems, but also by the circumstances of his early life. As a daughter of immigrants and as an automotive engineer, I suddenly saw, through Levine, that I might dare write poems.”
<christinerhein.com>
Ed Ruzicka: “When, where I grew up, factories and foundries stood as the inveterate core of American industry, behemoth maws consuming hours, lives. Men, women did work by the back, muscle, hand. No one relied on anybody but themselves. I learned that by dad’s absence, by how mom darned socks. At twenty I went to work to find America, write America. I left. Leaving was part of it. I go back. Especially in the poems I go back. I hope like hell I’ve got sweat in these poems. And loss. Lust and bewilderment. An honest day, an honest word.”
<edrpoet.com>
Laszlo Slomovits: “Born in Budapest, Hungary, I left after the 1956 Revolution with my twin brother and Holocaust-surviving parents, lived in Israel for three years, then moved to Kingston, New York, at age eleven. I went to college at the University of Rochester in upstate New York, where as a senior, I met my wife. She was accepted to grad school at the University of Michigan, so we moved to Ann Arbor thinking we’d be here a year or two—and never left. Perhaps because of all my traveling as a child, and learning three languages early on, inner regions of memory and imagination have often been more important to me than outer locales and their dialects. I’ve thought often about the effect of living here on my writing; so many writers talk about the value and even necessity of a sense of place. But all I’ve arrived at after 44 years, is that something of the grounded, pragmatic nature of this region and its people has combined with my underlying sense of rootless everywhere-ness. Voices and subjects that attempt to weave the secretly symbolic with the down to earth are what I’m always looking for. Throughout these years, working as a folk musician with my twin brother, I have traveled throughout Michigan, nearby Rust Belt states, and many other regions of the U.S. and Canada. At some point I recognized Ann Arbor as a place I could call home, for which I feel very grateful.”
<geminichildrensmusic.com>
Karen J. Weyant: “Born and raised in the Rust Belt, I know that rust runs through my veins. Rust coats my work, my studies, and my car. Even now, as an English professor in a small Rust Belt community college, I tell my students not to be ashamed of rust. It can make the world look at things in a different way.” <karenjweyant.com>