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George Bilgere
CHERNOBYL
I wish I were in Chernobyl today.
The streets are peaceful there.
No cars or bicycles rush by, no one
is late for work.
There are no children
laughing on the playground
or getting into trouble.
The file cabinets
in the police department
are full of mice,
and the outcome of the important vote
at the General Assembly
doesn’t matter.
There are plenty of vacancies
at the brand-spanking-new state prison,
and for once, no one
is talking in the library.
Not even a dog is out today
pursuing important errands.
Life in my city is tiring.
Deadlines and unread books.
Making love, or dinner.
So many people to disappoint,
so much to buy in the supermarket.
Almost unbearable, this city.
But today in Chernobyl
the clocks have given up.
Nobody monitors the phones,
and every night the movie theater
shows the same old silent film.
Does anyone have a question?
No.
The houses of Chernobyl tend their silences,
and on the dinner table
two gray sandwiches are waiting
with such quiet patience.
Like an old married couple.
~ note ~
George Bilgere
NO PROBLEM
I sit here aging at the streetside café,
giving off the sickly yellow smoke of decay
while people walk by pretending
not to notice, glancing away
into the distance or down at their phones,
doing their best out of politeness or shock
to ignore me sitting here aging,
and I don’t blame them, it’s hard to watch.
And now the waitress in her burning beauty,
her lustrous incandescent womanhood,
walks up to me in a radiant cloud of youth
and asks if I want another iced latte macchiato.
But I’m aging so fast, I’m racing so quickly
through time I can barely hear her, and furthermore
I know what she really wants to say is,
your aging is kind of gross, kind of a turnoff,
maybe you could go do it somewhere else
where it doesn’t frighten the customers, and besides,
it’s not like there’s anything I can do about it.
And as I sit here with my skin peeling off
and crumpling up like toilet paper
and my hair falling out on the table
and my teeth rotting and my bones
turning to glass and all my organs drowning
in the sludge of age, I croak to her
as she floats in the cool creamy oasis
of her youthful lustrousness, I do manage to croak, yeah,
another iced latte macchiato would be great.
And from 90 million light-years away,
from the beautiful bountiful burning galaxy
of her late teens, she says to the fast-decaying,
maybe starting to smell bad, just about to be
covered with flies old leathery carcass I’m becoming,
No problem.
Except that there is, actually,
a problem.
~ note ~
Lollie Butler
THE COW I DIDN'T EAT TODAY
I’m in love with the cow I didn’t eat today.
The one chomping off dandelion heads
out there somewhere.
Solid as a hardware store, brindled brown
like her rabbit neighbors, she has simple tastes
and prefers grass—not for a high but high in fiber—
and a warm hand to relieve her of her trunk-load of milk.
I’m in love up to my udder—if I had one—
with that particular cow McDonald’s didn’t pick
out of a lineup of bovine pulchritude.
She’s the square deal that didn’t become a Happy Meal.
I love this cow from its bunioned hooves
to the seventeenth hair on the top of her fly-swishing tail.
You can smack your double-whammy cheeseburgers,
not for a moment considering
where the slim wafer of cereal-enhanced meat came from.
You can concoct meatloaf made of ground round
not thinking about round rumps and you can
pick your teeth with the soup bone,
but the cow—like the poor—will always be with us.
At a later time, when we explore the distant planet
that has for an eternity signaled us
through the faint clang of cow bells,
we’ll find cows, intelligent beyond our ken,
conducting tutorials for lesser beings
on the benefits of eating organic. The cows
will greet our spaceships, and you
will be herded to a fenced-in corral,
wading through muck up to your wobbly knees,
while the cow I am in love with
will offer me a seat at the head of the table
and treat me to a special bowl of ice cream.
~ note ~
Erik Campbell
THE VIKINGS BETWEEN US
It’s important to think periodically
of the Vikings, so often having to
glance at the water to see ships rowing
into port that look like their own, but
sometimes aren’t. Here there be dragons,
friends, so no Middle Ages mist is needed,
nor the death-beat sound of distant drums.
How candidly and dreadfully those ships
rowed onto shore, as though the tide were
in on the joke, as if it were a homecoming
of sorts. And 1,000 years later she says
she left her husband because she could
never tell what he was thinking, and I
said that’s what you think, without thinking.
Neither of us knew much at the time, only
that it was dark and that we longed for warm,
rudderless breath on our necks because
something important had failed us both.
The night became a sadness of imagination
from there, and ended in a bed because we
couldn’t agree on the Vikings between us,
even if they were rowing toward us or no.
~ note ~
Barbara Lydecker Crane
YOU WILL REMEMBER ME
in the imagined voice of Frida Kahlo, painter of “The Broken Column,” Mexico, 1944
Does it make you gasp to see this fissure
in my naked torso, revealing pieces
of my shattered spine? No surgeon’s scissor
ever since that accident decreases
constant pain, as if I have been nailed
like this. My trunk is buckled up in straps—
support that shortens every breath inhaled.
Polio and accident have trapped
me in a body crisscrossed by ravines.
Across my stoic face a dozen tears
are scattered pearls. I’ve made quite a scene;
in art and life, I’ve done that all these years.
Between these straps my breasts bulge out like eyes.
Don’t I look a strange and sexual prize?
~ note ~
William Evans
SOCIAL EXPERIMENT IN WHICH I AM THE [BEAR]
At the dinner party
I didn’t want to attend
because these people
are from work, meaning
[overtime] without pay,
and one woman, newish
person in old money, ring
on her hand that could
lift a family out of the mud, says [boy]
I didn’t know you were
this funny, I didn’t know
you were a troubadour, a silk rousting
my ears and of course I am
paraphrasing because she can’t
really talk like me, a [writer] and all
except when she flexes and says
and I heard you write
poetry too, my [worship] you aren’t
intimidating
at all are you,
you’re as ursine as they come
and if you think
she didn’t really say ursine,
then you’ve never
seen a hunter try to aim
straight with one hand
while they offered
the forest’s gifts with the other,
and if you think I didn’t know
she thought I was once
a great beast neutered down
to [civility] then
you haven’t attended enough
dinner parties, and I wish
I had relevant facts about [bears],
how we are of the
few mammals that can see
in color, how we can be
vegetarians or carnivorous,
how even a shaved polar
bear is still black, but this time
I just laugh low
and hollow like a stolen growl,
I am already
on my hind legs after all, already
talking with my paws wide
as a preservation, my voice
shakes the leaves even
when I don’t plan on it, our lineage
traces back generations, but once
you’ve assimilated, who’s to tell
when you were [captured]?
Who’s to argue where the bear ends
and the circus begins?
There’s a world between
learning the song of one’s claws
against a new throat
and performing tricks
for anyone who bought
a ticket, but I did wash the mud
from my fingernails before
I arrived—I’m still
laughing, by the way, still
hoarding my teeth deeper
within me, I am a [library]
full of the times I yanked
something apart and the times
I went hungry
and the times I let my hair grow
and grow and grow
until I was a snarl of a thing
and I ate everything
the party could offer me,
like I could never
become full.
~ note ~
William Fargason
ODE TO THE MATTRESS ON THE SIDE OF THE INTERSTATE
Broken and waving, I catch you barely
out of the corner of my passing window,
sitting there under the overpass, fallen out
of a truck like common trash. Your broken
back arched over the guardrail, your open cavity
torn at the side like Christ, like a woman’s
shawl unpinned, blowing in the hot air.
How many secret nights are you spilling
out? Whose nights are they now? I’m tired
as hell from another night where I wake up
sweating, but I have to keep driving past
you in the edge of the waist-high grass,
the overgrown kudzu all but forgotten.
You can no longer provide a safe night
to anyone, you are nothing anyone craves.
I want to pick you up, strap you to the roof
and keep driving, I could find another bed,
a bigger bed, for you to rest on, we could sleep
so long we forget what day it is. I can,
I could try to find us both a home—away
from the cold wind of passing cars, any home
warm and sweet—but am I too many miles away
from you now, too far to turn back? Would I even
remember where you are, which mile marker?
~ note ~
Dan Gerber
WHAT I REMEMBER OF WORLD WAR II
I was born the day before the first
air raid on Briton and, of course, remember
nothing of that. But I remember
everything that was spoken about
the war and the way people looked
when they spoke about it. I remember
the German prisoner-of-war camp in
our little town, only a few blocks
from our house, remember from the
black and white newsreel film, the
Nazi Stuka dive bombers, screaming
through sirens fixed on their wings
to make their deadly terror even
more terrible to those about to die
and to those who remembered the
terrified dying, and the scars, if only
in the memories of those telling it and
the names from the radio and the
ink-soaked names on the front
pages of the newspapers I picked up
from the sidewalk—Al Alamein,
Corregidor, Saipan, Tarawa, Bastogne,
Buchenwald, Guadalcanal, Dresden, Iwo
Jima, The Bulge, Hiroshima, Dunkirk,
remember the young men in khaki
who came to our house to see my sister,
the off-duty guards from the prison camp
who came to drink and play pinochle
with my mother and Martha, my nanny—
my father away in Washington for the war—
the jokes and laughter through
the haze of Camels and Lucky Strikes,
and the blue stars in the windows of
families with fathers, husbands, and sons
away in the war and two of those stars
turning gold for Mrs. Jackson across
the street whose husband’s destroyer went down
in the Coral Sea, and Mrs. Keller, catty-
corner to our house, whose son Jack
burned up in the sky over Dresden,
the fox holes I dug in the sand at
our cottage where I waited for the Jap
ships to loom up on the far Lake Michigan
horizon, remember the piercing blue
of the morning glories against the
whitewashed fence out our kitchen
door where I stood when I heard
on the radio of a great bomb
dropped on Japan, and a few days
later, when my mother gave me the
key to open a neighbor’s cottage for
two men delivering a mattress and
how the one walking backwards as
he carried the front end of it said,
“Hey kid, did you hear, the war’s
over?” And I ran back up the long drive,
the road so much longer and the
gravel deeper, running home to
tell my mom that now everything
would be all right, forever.
~ note ~
Lola Haskins
TOURING THE LOWER OKLAWAHA, 2015
The sergeant left the tent saying, “As you were, soldiers.”
When you enlisted at seventeen to get away from the mill, you had no idea there was a war on. Your platoon was dropped into Laos to ruck back to Viet Nam, with orders to kill everyone in every village along the way. When I ask the obvious, you say yes, them too and lift your T-shirt to show me the gun you’re never without, tucked into the waistband of your shorts. The river here runs crystal, but above the dam the fish swim ever more slowly until the inevitable haze coats them, turns them on their sides, and floats them upwards.
~ note ~
Alison Hazle
YOUNG DYKE
No one calls me that
anymore. But that long Y,
it licks the space. I long
for that Y in my name.
Am I still young?
These other dykes
are young, wet
from their clamshell
wombs. I am dry
having smoked and smoked
and not slept and been not
well for quite a while.
But I am a dyke,
I think. This was my surname
for years. I wore it
like some fucking
Birkenstocks. Art school dykes
would run their palms
along my unshaven legs
and feed me pitted cherries.
Still sometimes I ran
from this title. I have worn
sweet perfumes, let my nails
grow, spit on Amy Lowell’s grave.
From between my legs,
Missie said I was no dyke.
Why did I bring venison
and not a bowl of hummus?
So I asked her,
don’t I look like one
from this angle? I have rested
my head on the laps
of men, sure, but I am
fuzzy and mad and mad
about Hacker.
If Eileen Myles had a cock,
it would be sucked red
by all the New York dykes.
I am not above this.
We, dykes, are a delicate
species, only able
to communicate
through erasures
of Sappho poems,
the soft exchange
of shirts, the moving
of shame from one
body to another.
~ note ~
Matt Marinovich
MR. PESCADO
It was my fault.
It was one of the few Spanish words
I knew, and it was what I always ordered after all.
But now the cook calls me that
whenever I walk into the narrow restaurant.
Hey Mr. Pescado, he says.
How is Mr. Pescado?
But there’s an undertone there
that’s begun to bother me.
Everyone wants a nickname,
but this one seems to fit too well.
He wants to know why I don’t branch out
and try another dish, offering me a pinky-sized
dry spare rib that I pretend to enjoy.
Well, I say, dabbing my mouth with a napkin,
I’m Mr. Pescado.
He nods his head and grimaces a little.
It seems we’ve worked our way
into a bit of a corner, the two of us.
I’m not entirely happy with the nickname,
especially when my nose is running
and his whole family is there at closing time
shouting it at me in unison,
and maybe he’d like me to try something else
on the menu that he always lists for me:
Carnitas, pollo, spaghetti, al pastor,
pancakes, pancakes with bacon, pancakes with
eggs, silver dollar …
You have kids Mr. Pescado, he says, Correct?
I do have kids, but I’m not sure Mr. Pescado would.
Mr. Pescado seems like the kind of guy
who conserves toilet paper and hangs a Jets flag
outside his home every Sunday.
No, I say. No ninos.
But you told me … he starts to say.
I lied, I say. Because Mr. Pescado would lie
about that type of thing just to mess around.
But Mr. Pescado has a dog, I say,
turning quickly to his child
and barking sharply once.
She flinches, and Mr. Pescado laughs.
German Shepherd, he adds. Incontinent.
Strange the way a whole life
can begin to take shape.
I don’t really like your ribs, Mr. Pescado says,
thoughtfully wiping the congealed sauce
off his hairless upper lip
and delicately placing the waxy napkin
on the counter.
The cook’s expression has changed.
It’s a cross between being angry
and wanting to go back to the times
I was just a customer without a name.
Buenos tardes, I say, giving him the finger
behind my back as I walk toward the door,
his child pressing her back against the pale green wall.
That color has always pleased Mr. Pescado
because it feels like a child’s painting of a forest,
a green that would slip past skeletal trees
and try to join some cloud somewhere.
Out on the street, I sadly start to
feel like myself again,
right about the point where
those fake flowers memorialize
the drunk who was hit by a town car.
Tomorrow, I decide,
I’ll be Mr. Chicken Francese
or whatever else he wants,
but give me one more night
scraping the depths of this broken soul
placing tiny containers of green sauce
on either side of the beige fish just so,
as if he were about to make an offering.
The plastic utensils as delightfully light
as the bones of small birds
in his thick, gray hands.
~ note ~
Day Mattar
FOR ATTENTION
I was ten when I learned I could hold
my breath, long enough to make the adults
come running. At the traffic lights, after school,
I tensed ’til my face screeched
with blood, stars. I shattered two teeth on the concrete,
was made a fuss of. It wasn’t enough to ask for love.
I needed panic. It was the language, the formula
I understood—harm yourself love will follow.
My tiny face, found suspended in the coat rack, looking
for attention, cord from dad’s dressing gown
in a double-knot ’round my neck
their little balloon.
~ note ~
Richard Prins
ARREST THIS POEM
A real poem will arrest its reader.
But it should also achieve things
its writer could get arrested for.
Personally, I have been arrested
for obstructing government authority,
criminal trespass, disorderly conduct,
and resisting arrest. I also want my poems
to resist, obstruct, trespass, and always
act disorderly (but most of the time
they just achieve public urination,
which won’t get you locked up in New York).
The first time I saw Prince
I was seven years old and afraid
of how much I loved him.
I mocked his falsetto
and asked my mother
if he was a boy or a girl
(the same question
posed to me by a child today
who broke from the sprinklers
to ogle my lime green toenails).
I was sitting beside the sprinklers
because my two-year-old loves water
ever since I brought a kiddie pool to Zambia,
and she splashed and drank so much of it
she wound up vomiting in the hospital
(I forgot the garden hose wasn’t potable).
If the word “Zambia” caught you off guard,
please remember that Zambia is a country,
and sixteen million people do live there
like my daughter did, happily, until
a week before Trump’s inauguration.
That’s when she moved to Brooklyn
because we didn’t think customs officers
would let her in the day they woke up
and realized they worked for a bigot.
When she was a baby, I flew often to Zambia.
Once my white seatmate asked if I was going
on safari. No; I was going to see my daughter.
“Oh,” her lips curled. “So she’s a volunteer?”
I was 28 years old then, hardly old enough
to have spawned a voluntourist. But truth
is just a maze I built myself to dwell in
with hedges trimmed short so strangers
can peer in, or leap out if they don’t like it.
Questions are less threatening
when they come from children.
Grown-ass Brooklynites
see my daughter’s skin
and ask if she’s adopted,
see her mother’s skin
and ask if she’s the nanny.
They rarely see us together
because we are not together,
so our little girl
shuttles between worlds,
her existence interrogated
by the curious, idle people
who never run out of ways
to let you know you don’t belong.
My last name is Prins, so I used to joke
I would name my first-born “The Artist
Formerly Known As” (tAFKa for short;
who wouldn’t want to rhyme with Kafka?).
I used to hold her in my arms and sing
medleys of Prince to lull her asleep
underneath a lemon tree in Lusaka.
I just can’t believe / all the things people say
Am I black or white / am I straight or gay?
Prince expanded my narrow sense
of life’s possibilities, and I hope
that same resplendent groove
will burst all the boxes and binaries
the universe may thrust on my daughter.
Jehovah’s Witnesses believe
144,000 folks are anointed
to rule beside Christ in the afterworld;
Prince earns my vote to join that little flock
(though I’m sure he’ll get disgruntled
by celestial hierarchies and scrawl
the word “sheep” across his cheek).
Tonight, a Prince-themed roller disco
takes place beside the sprinklers,
where the undrained water lurks,
lashed by purple strobing lights.
I’m sipping a flask outside the rink
in my purplest dashiki, afraid to go in
because I came swaddled in self-pity
and the kind of unsexy lonesomeness
Prince tried to expunge from the earth.
I can’t summon the courage
to join the free beautiful people
and rent a damn pair of skates
even though I thought nothing
of obliging three police officers
to drag me out of Trump Tower
with plastic handcuffs pinning
wrists behind my back, a grin
spreading mirth across my face.
When they placed me under arrest,
I didn’t wish to walk beside them,
so I decided to channel my daughter:
if it’s time to leave the sprinklers,
she’ll stage a sit-in, limp as a fish.
Shoulders vanish inside her blades,
forcing me to lift and carry her away
just like the cops carried me away.
I have committed more poetry
putting my body on the line
than regurgitating my mind.
After Charlottesville, I took my toddler
to march against our Nazi-Coddler-
in-Chief. A puppet wore a Trump mask
and wielded a goofy, bloodstained axe.
The mingling protesters adored
my baby, who snuck up and roared
at Trump while we booed and hissed.
The puppet blew us a smarmy kiss.
But soon concern was sprawling
across the face of my daughter,
who will race to pat the shoulder
of any playmate she sees bawling.
Now she wished to console
this papier-mâché ghoul
getting bullied by Rise & Resist
and our rowdy troupe of activists.
“Daddy, I wanna hug the puppet!”
But that wouldn’t be good optics
with all the cameras flashing
and the world around us crashing
thanks to Trump’s unslakable thirst
for blood, attention, whichever comes first.
Maybe he needed more hugs as a youth,
and my baby unveiled an indelible truth
that good and evil are just binaries,
which need to be deconstructed.
But the world’s on fire, so fuck it—
I’m with the shrieking canaries.
I whisked her away like she was under arrest
even though pride inflated my chest
for my empathic little girl
growing up in a nasty world
that has already displaced her
and will continue to mistake her
for something simple, and slight.
May she teach me how to fight.
~ note ~
Marjorie Saiser
I WAS CHARMED BY THE DIRT ROAD
Two ruts down, down, leading
at last to the farmhouse.
I was charmed by your mother
setting two dishpans on the table,
one with suds for washing, one in which
she stacked everything for rinsing,
pouring over all from the tea kettle.
I helped. I slipped into my role as
into an apron, drying the plates, cups, forks,
with a snowy white dish towel, embroidered:
Sunday, Monday, Tuesday. Perhaps she used
old raggy towels except when I came. When I came,
she killed a chicken in the yard, and when it was done
flopping, headless, she went to it and took its feet,
carried it hanging upside down, into the basement,
where she dipped it into a pail of hot water,
tore its feathers off in handfuls, held
a newspaper torch under the carcass
to burn a few hairs off its skin,
cut it open on the table she had there,
took the guts out, pulled the lungs loose
from the rib bones, her fingers not lovely
but sure of their task, carried the chicken
upstairs, washed it, the dishpan so useful
again, cut pieces expertly with a thin curved knife,
rolled each drumstick, wing, breast,
in flour and laid it into the hot grease of a
cast-iron skillet. While it sputtered and browned,
she set the table, stirred up the biscuits
in a green glass bowl. I saw the array:
plates plain white and shiny, the cups
waiting for their coffee, all the song of this,
the chorus, the riffs, and I thought
with some minor changes I could do it.
~ note ~
Dondre Scott
HOW BLACK ARE YOU? #8
I’m gonna offend a lot of white people,
but damn ya’ll stupid when it comes to ghost shit.
Got nice, proper white people
being smart, dodgin’ lawsuits
left and right like LeBron James breakin’ ankles.
But the second shit get spooky,
the second that some little bitch
want to climb out of TVs,
ya’ll want to start actin’ like you ain’t got no sense.
White women,
KICK OFF YA DAMN HEELS.
You got Jason rising from the grave like Jesus,
and you afraid to mess up your pedicure.
And why the fuck does every white person
want to investigate some shit?
Like Scooby-Doo and the gang
trying to solve a damn mystery.
Demons possessing your son?
Leave his ass.
Have another one and live, white people.
For God sake live.
Do you see black people fuckin’
with ghost shit?
Do you see our asses getting dragged to hell?
You don’t.
But we still get killed first ’cause our stupid
asses is trying to warn our white people.
“No, Mr. White Man, don’t go in there.”
Next thing you know, we dead
because we actually care about motherfuckers.
White people, be kind to your black people.
Don’t make them do ghost shit.
~ note ~
Emily Sernaker
LUCKY ENOUGH
“If you’re lucky enough to be Irish,
you’re lucky enough.”
—Irish proverb
Isn’t it grand to know the Irish
are out there saluting magpies,
braiding St. Brigid crosses,
calling their meat “fuckin gorgeous,”
calling idiots “fuckin eejits!”
driving on the left side of the road
over a bridge shaped like a harp
in a city dotted with statues
of literary heroes where even taxi drivers
sound like historians spouting lessons
about Kilmainham Jail, Michael
Collins, the whole place understanding
how they got there, the whole
day open like a guitar case
loaded with tips from busking,
an afternoon tilt like a perfect pint,
in a land with good chocolate
and no snakes, where airport
security stamps your passport
with green ink after the pilot
says: A Hundred Thousand Welcomes!
over the intercom, where strangers
ensure your success in finding
the Armagh church your great great
grandparents were married in,
old stones and stuffed rain
clouds, violins and rhubarb,
Claddagh rings turned taken
or free, yellow flowers sprawling
hills of Howth, Wicklow
waterfalls, walks you’ll revisit
in dreams, like that massive
lake spanning across St. Stephens
where swans actually glide
toward one another, bumping
heads, making a heart
with their necks?
~ note ~
Kenny Tanemura
SKILLS
She said sex was a skill, not just something
you do. I fumbled with whips and leashes,
mistaking oddness for art.
No, you have to be creative, she said,
and I thought of Henry James’ line
about how a work of art needs a central force
to hold attention. I used bananas,
massage oils, Greek yogurt,
mistaking experimentation for
imaginative truth. Don’t you see,
she said, you must respond
to my body by sensing how I feel.
You do something to me out of inspiration,
and I respond, you react, a series
of creative acts which are the steps
to slowly climbing the mountain together, she said.
But I couldn’t see beyond the fact
of caress and thrust, like a novelist
who gives only descriptions and nothing
of the mystery of living. Then,
after months, I found that pleasure was so
simple, it could easily get lost
in gimmicks. That the climax should not ensue
until the lover is completely satisfied.
She could spot a mechanical move
from a mile away and knew when a body acted out of
unbearable instinct, or the smaller tincture
of thought. Don’t think, I told myself, just do,
but my body, aging with something
less than grace, wants less to act and more
to ponder. How sex is an art we can learn well
or not, like cooking or the complication
of tango. I want to learn and I don’t.
Marveling as I do at the ordinary, even the expected,
from which surprise always comes.
~ note ~
William Trowbridge
FOOL INVENTS THE PIANO, 1250 A.D.
Like the monkey that accidentally typed Hamlet,
Fool, tinkering in his workshop, constructed
an exact likeness of a Steinway concert grand,
which he called the “Making-Sounds-with-Little-
Hammers-on-Wires Machine.” It looked impressive,
but he was puzzled about what to do with it.
It was too big and complicated to be a doorstop
and too heavy and lopsided to be a wheelbarrow,
especially with those little brass wheels, so he
tried using it to scare rats out of the hayloft.
But the rats weren’t impressed, and he sprained
his back winching it up. Fool pushed on
the levers to make high sounds and low ones,
wondering why he’d made some levers black.
Neighbors, hearing eerie noises from his house,
suspected Fool of conjuring evil spirits
to cast spells on them. Several broke out
in goat-shaped rashes, others began speaking
gibberish. Soon, Fool found himself trussed atop
his machine, which was then dumped into a lake,
as Bartok’s Piano Concerto No. 1 dawned on him.
~ note ~
Charles Harper Webb
CRABBY
“They’re so cute,” 9-year-old Kara tells the Petco
boy as—antennae waving, black stalk-eyes
straight out of a cartoon—the hermit crabs
drag their moon shells, conch shells, top, tun,
cone, and cowrie shells across the pilfered sand.
Past-owner of rats, hamsters, parakeets,
ferrets, sea monkeys, goldfish, pink chicks,
and a plecostomus, as well as dogs, cats,
and turtles (to which the hermits seem related,
yanking in, then boiling out of their shells),
Kara aches to expand the circle of her love.
“That one!” she cries, and the boy plucks up
the biggest, in its shimmering mother-
of-pearl spiral. For just $4.49 (plus $50
for food, sand, extra shells), Crabby is hers!
But does he frolic in the terrarium
that once housed two dwarf hamsters
that became eight, then twenty-four, then none
when I laid down the law? Does he eat
the food (steak, lettuce, special pellets)
she drops into his scallop-dish? Does he
revel in the mist she sprays three times a day,
or clamber to the top of his crow’s-nest
to mime “Land ho,” or perch on her shoulders
and whisper sea-secrets into her shell-
like ear, the two of them forging a link
across time and speciation? He does not.
Stone-still, he sits in the same spot
so long (three days) she thinks he’s dead.
Lifting him sadly, she turns him upside-
down, sees the orange legs and one big
purple claw blocking the entrance to his shell,
then plops him into her open palm, risking
the spill of fluids and the stench of sea-death
as she begs, “Come out, Crabby Crab,”
until at last that purple claw grabs
onto the soft flesh of her hand, and won’t let go
even when, with outraged cries, she flings Crabby
out the sliding door onto our lawn
where, frying in the August sun, he can only
cling to a scrap of Kara’s skin, and hope
the polar ice melts soon, and the seas rise.
~ note ~
Carolyne Wright
TRIOLETS ON A DUNE SHACK
“… snuggled in between two small glassy dunes, facing the ocean.”
—Lester Walker, from The Tiny Book of Tiny House
1.
We make love only once in the dune shack.
Our reflections stroke each other in the mirrors,
The pot-bellied stove by the bunk bed glowing black.
We make love only once in the dune shack.
Atlantic winds rattle the French doors,
Sand drifts against us on the bolsters.
We make love only once in the dune shack.
Our reflections stroke each other in the mirrors.
2.
Let’s say: we never made love in the dune shack—
We kissed and walked away, dunes glassy around us.
We gazed out to sea, we never looked back.
We tell ourselves: we never made love in the dune shack.
We stopped short, where the weathered driftwood found us,
And turned away in the lee of the dune grass.
We never made love, we say, in the dune shack.
We kissed and walked away, the dunes glassy around us.
~ note ~
Joseph Zaccardi
THE HAT
The street sings with traffic and side-walkers wind along
on the hard slick stone and a man pushes a Safeway cart
he is dirty and pale and skinny and people swish past and
cars rush by no one has the time to stop for the little man
did I mention the little man starts to yell his eyes bulge
his voice cracks there’s something he’s trying to get out
the crowd backs up the traffic speeds by and the little man
rips off his shirt tosses his hat into the street one car brakes
is rear-ended by another car the crowd leans in to watch
his hat land dead center between the broken white lines
on the blacktop and someone spouts the little man’s hat
as a beat cop pushes past gawkers and says move along folks
and directs the motorist to pull over to the curb to discuss
the little man and the little man’s hat once again and again
as if nothing happened a new crowd of walkers assembles
the traffic jam unjams and the shirtless little man mentioned
before picks up a smoldering cigarette butt and takes a drag
and watches the curl of smoke rise once again and again
he pushes his cart toward the Tenderloin and shouts again
about his hat and a well-heeled gentleman says
no one wants your hat sir
no one wants it
~ note ~
kim addionizio and her students
Note on the Tribute
The following poems were written by students of Kim Addonizio’s poetry workshops (as well as one poem by Kim herself). For details, see each of the poets’ contributor notes and this issue’s conversation.
Kim Addonizio
SESTINA: WRITING
I spent an entire day at my desk writing
vapid effluvia like I’m so sick of writing
pages of drivel, not feeling like a writer
at all even though “A writer writes
and doesn’t just talk about writing”
was drilled into me by a writing
instructor years ago. “Writing
begets writing”
was another lesson I learned from this writer
though she published only one book, written
when she was twenty-five, and never wrote
another. She taught writing
until she shot herself at forty. Writers
sometimes kill themselves—after all, writing
is difficult and so is mortal life and even good writers
are sometimes bad at living; writing
can be a place to hide, but you can’t write
all the time and when you hate what you do manage to write
it makes you feel dead already. To write
well is another story entirely. Sometimes writing
takes you so far out to sea that you, the writer,
disappear like shredded fog. There is no writer.
The ocean is the writer.
When it lets you go, weak as a dangling modifier, the writing
washes in like space debris. You say “I wrote”
but you didn’t, really. You only transcribed the writing
the ocean gave you. According to some writers
God is the Ur-writer
since He created the world and humans but as a writer
He got mixed results at best. The best writing
sometimes might be no writing.
Does the world really need more writing
and more people trying to be writers
when there is so much wrong that writing
can’t fix? It seems the most that writers
can do is call out to the world, but who listens to writers?
Possibly, no one. But keep writing; be a writer.
Without hope or reason: writing. Beyond good and evil: writing.
And if you stop writing, try not to shoot yourself. Get a life.
~ note ~
Karen Benke
AFTER THE AFFAIR
Each day he left our shallow bed at sunrise.
All that remained: the black snake lie.
Yes, he remembered his watch, the cream for his coffee.
He unloaded the dishwasher, carried the recycling to the curb.
How can you say I’m not here for you?
The house creaked quiet.
The woman who was me curled under the stiff sheet of another day.
His car accelerated up the driveway.
On my side of the whale-huge bed, the woman remained.
Jays squawked. The cat cried for food.
The child watched another cartoon.
Walking to meet the carpool, I explained
1+2=3. And two plus one also equals three.
The child held my hand. Don’t cry, Mommy.
Afterward, I kept my eyes open to see underneath
the lies the woman who was me could no longer keep—
The bite reached flesh, bone, heart, head.
~ note ~
Susan Browne
DUCT TAPE, SLEEP, PRETZELS
At 35,000 feet, I look out the airplane window
& see duct tape on the propeller.
It reminds me of the human condition
& so does the curly head of the girl next to me
resting against my shoulder.
At first, it’s uncomfortable
being used as a pillow
& her head is heavy, but I never sleep
on planes anyway & can still read
my book through the corkscrews of her hair.
Out the window, past the duct tape, the sky
goes on a journey of freedom
& fearlessness. That’s the human condition, too,
or else no one would ever get on a plane
or have children. The girl shifts in her seat,
her head snuggles closer to my chest.
She could be my daughter
although her mother is on her other side
fast asleep. Like being fastened into sleep?
As if sleep holds you, secure.
My philosophy professor in college told the class
there was no such thing as security.
He leaned out of his chair
toward us, his face all sharp angles,
his eyes holding the softness
of frayed silk. He killed himself
before he could grade our finals.
The mother wakes up, looks at me, startled.
Oh, sorry, she says & tries to wake her daughter
with little shoves. It’s okay, I say.
She sighs back into sleep.
I open the pack of pretzels that’s been squashed
in my pocket & eat the broken pieces,
trying not to get crumbs in the girl’s hair.
~ note ~
X.P. Callahan
PINK MOUNTAIN
When Joe filled me in on his big plan
to take off for the desert
and spend the days painting vistas of
red rocks, his eyes overflowed
with the marine light that can suffuse
some people as they become
translucent in their long dying. I
hadn’t learned yet to discern
such light. I thought my job was to talk
sense in his hospital room,
his last, with its view of Mount Rainier.
Later my mother called out
to strangers queuing up for a train,
and I knew enough to say
I can’t see them but I know you can.
Late September. Joe had ten
weeks. Seventy times we could have watched
that mountain turn every shade
of desert with the sun going down.
~ note ~
Eleanor Channell
RIVERMOUTH
If you weren’t here, I’d fear the surge
of surf. I’d watch the moon wax and wane,
feel the constant pulling of tides, the urge
to drown myself in pity and booze, to explain
my life as “Cape Disappointment” with hard luck
spinning and winning souls like mine, a jetty
of riprap pointing to my faults, the muck
of my past too deep to dredge. But you say
you see in me a strength that strengthens you,
a heart that yearns for your heart and finds it,
upsetting even the odds we thought we knew,
renewing old hopes, confounding old conflicts.
All I know is we’re here, my love, our bed warm,
your body a bulwark to ride out the storm.
~ note ~
Steve Cushman
MY NEIGHBOR
who tried to hang himself from a garage
rafter two months ago, seems fine this
morning, blowing leaves off the back porch.
Last night I saw him cooking burgers, a beer
in one hand, spatula in the other, surveying his
backyard, as if surprised by its simple beauty.
What makes a man want to take his life?
Mental illness, chemicals, abundant sadness?
Yes and yes and yes and a million more yesses.
When is the bottom the bottom?
I don’t pretend to know, but he looks fine
now. But how can you forget
that moment when you kicked the chair away,
everything tightening as your throat snapped shut?
How can you ever forget that?
Maybe you lock the door
and throw away the key, so that even
on those days when you reach
for the door again it will not let you in.
Last night, while grilling, I watched him
plant three pansies in a large backyard pot,
orange and purple and yellow,
as if he was trying to brighten the world a little.
When I asked how he was doing
he said, fine and day by day,
and he does look pretty good,
maybe thinner and a little shaky,
but if you didn’t know you wouldn’t suspect
he was someone who had stood on the edge of a cliff
and someone or something beyond himself
pulled him back, an act that surprised even him.
~ note ~
Cheryl Dumesnil
TODAY'S SERMON
is slop buckets knocking
against each other
and a towel cart
squeaking down the hall
and grease stains
worked into cracked palms.
Today’s sermon is
red-wing blackbirds
dive-bombing a raven
with yolk on its beak.
Today’s sermon is
spring leaves as tiny
soldiers receiving
soot with open hands.
Today’s sermon is
a fifteen-dollar
garage sale bike
and now the kid
can ride to school
like everybody else.
Today’s sermon is
dragging grace around
like a rust-eaten wagon
pretending it’s whole.
~ note ~
Sarah Freligh
WILD ME
after Mary Oliver by way of Kim Addonizio
You do not have to be bad.
You do not have to get down on your knees
in a gas station bathroom for a guy
whose name you’ve already forgotten.
You only have to tell him
a dirty joke in which you’re
the punchline. Tell me
about your sex toys
and I’ll show you mine.
Meanwhile the sun sets.
Meanwhile feral cats slink
from shadow to shadow
howling at your need.
Meanwhile, you grow paws,
claws, a tail. Wherever
you are, a coyote is watching
and waiting over and over
for you to lie down.
~ note ~
In Koo Kim
THE COMMUTERS OF PENN STATION WANT TO GO HOME
The commuters of Penn Station want to go home.
A way home is up there, somewhere on the board.
The gate will show there, up there on the board.
A penetrating stare may uncrack the code,
A penetrating stare will uncrack the code.
That trash bag by the stairs looks like a man.
The trash bag lying by the stairs is a man.
Hey You. You lookin’ at me?
Not you. Yeah You—Why you lookin’ at me?
A flicker on the board and they flow toward the man.
The flow becomes a river and we step over the man.
Stairways must be kept clear, rivers flow to the sea.
The stairway is now clear, that man was swept out to sea.
The commuters of Penn Station want to go home.
~ note ~
Tracey Knapp
WEATHER REPORT WITH TURKEYS
The neighborhood turkey has two girlfriends. They triple shuffle
across the street and my old dog does not know what to think so
he just howls at them through the rain. I slept with my ex
on New Years’ Eve while his girlfriend was upstairs.
She didn’t mind. They have an arrangement. We both like him
despite his politics. Once, we were the three birds at a funeral
when our hearts were large with loss and love made sense.
It’s a strange time to be single. I sleep alone in a converted garage
and dream about floating down a river with a man who has marbled eyes.
My dog wakes me at two in the morning to go outside. I go outside,
and still, I’m single. I love some of my books, their passionate farewells.
I doubt that kind of love will find me. I love the rain and hate it, too,
which must mean it’s true love. I refuse to see my doctor because
I don’t love my body. I let bad health become a part
of my attitude. I learned to love the mess I made of my thirties.
I love the life that comes back to my dog when he sees
the turkeys meander down the wet road. I need them. I need
people. I need to be alone. I need a nap during a downpour.
Everybody, stop. Close your eyes for a minute. Don’t believe
that no one else cares if you’re okay. You’re totally wrong.
I’m telling you this because I love you.
~ note ~
Anja Konig
AFTER THE ELECTION
some people became erratic.
A physical
therapist smashed
a hot dog stand.
Teachers tossed
garbage cans.
A middle-aged woman
defied the police,
not crossing
the street
where instructed.
If she were black
she could have been shot.
I am still flossing,
a possible sign
of optimism?
My yoga instructor
would make
a good president.
She knows all the positions:
thread the needle,
down dog.
~ note ~
Marie-Elizabeth Mali
DIVING
Up on the bridge roof—a pinprick
on a floating speck
of wood and sail—
the scale is comforting,
not frightening.
A fine way
to disappear.
The man says, Hey gorgeous,
and I get wet.
On a dive, I shoot a pair of green
ornate ghost pipefishes
until I run out of air, my last
inhale a shock
like sucking on a corked hose.
I have to breathe
off his tank to survive.
In a grind of sharks I shoot,
one scarred pregnant female.
Shark sex is rough.
It leads to multiple wounds,
few offspring.
We ride in a skiff across the equator,
magenta-gold light
on the green-wrapped
islands we zip around.
I stand to shoot the scene
and almost fall
because of the chop.
The man holds my hips
to steady me. So he’ll keep
his hands there, I shoot
way past the point
of available light.
Before the next dive, he puts a Band-Aid
on a sore on my wrist.
It becomes a game, my sticking out
my arm, palm up,
before each dive.
I know where
they’re kept, could do it
myself, but I like
his care, his light
touch on my wrist.
I shoot a pair of broad-club cuttlefish.
The male puts his body
between me and the female
who continues to lay
eggs in a coral hollow
despite the strobes’ flash.
Four more days on the boat, lying awake
in a cabin three doors down
from his body.
At my station
on the starboard side,
I fiddle with my mask
and watch him gear up
at his port-side station:
Wetsuit, boots, BCD, tank,
do-rag, gloves, mask.
Extra-long fins under his arm
as he walks to the skiff.
One night we sit and chat on the bridge roof
alone.
When he gets up to refill my glass,
our feet brush,
sending a jolt of heat through me.
The rest of the chat
I hope our feet
will meet again.
The iron taste of his sun-cracked lips,
his adept tongue
and mind, arms
that lift and turn me
this way
and that, how
he washes my hair
and towels me dry.
~ note ~
Clint Margrave
THE META-METAMORPHOSIS
As Gregor Samsa awoke one morning
from uneasy dreams, he found himself
cancelled by a Twitter mob.
“What happened?” he thought,
before the movers came
and took away his bed.
After that, they took his desk,
the clothes in his closet,
all the books
on his shelf.
Of course, he was used to people
making up stories about him.
The last time it happened,
he’d lost his job,
his parents,
even his beloved sister Grete.
Maybe they’re right? he thought.
Maybe I am a monster.
Gregor’s room was spotless now,
even his filth wiped clean,
just a single nail in the wall
where that old picture
of the pinup girl used to hang.
He handed the landlord his keys,
then stepped outside.
A tow truck was lifting
his car onto a flatbed.
A small crowd of protesters
had amassed on the curb
demanding he apologize.
“I’m sorry,” he said,
though he didn’t know what for,
which only made them angrier.
Tired from his restless sleep,
he decided to walk to a nearby Starbucks
and buy a coffee,
only to find his debit card declined.
“Sorrynotsorry,” said the young barista,
who immediately
hashtagged this with a photo
of him on Twitter.
Gregor sighed
as the two police officers
escorted him out.
He glanced at the sky one last time
before they shoved him
in the back of a van.
The day was overcast.
The sun cancelled by clouds.
~ note ~
Amy Miller
HIGHER LOVE
At the emergency animal clinic, I’m standing
in the bathroom thinking the crying room—
big and softly lit, a plant in a corner, the walls
airbrushed in grays and browns. The only place
in the building you can be alone. I remember
meeting a woman one night in this clinic waiting
for her Collie, injury treated, disaster over,
big bill paid. She told me she’d lost count
of how many times she’d been there over the years.
This is the first one I’ve brought home alive.
It’s the 4th of July weekend and hell’s broken loose
out there, the stories I heard in the lobby—bitten
by another dog, hit by a car, ate a box of candy,
foaming at the mouth from some new med.
My own cat 16 years old and stricken down
so suddenly that all he could do was lie
like a fallen tree and watch me though the vents
in the carrier all during the half-hour drive.
The stay is two days, the bill two pages long,
and now I’m standing here in the bathroom thinking
of people crying, though they say I can bring him
home tomorrow, just one more night of fluids
under the futuristic hoses and wires and dark-faced
monitors, his orange body blanketed in a warm balloon
of air while the vet tech types numbers on a pad,
a distant dog shrieking, a sound I can still hear,
that carries through God knows how many walls.
I wash my hands and push through the door
into the lobby and hold it open because a woman
is running toward me, her face swollen as a bee sting,
wet, her shoulders convulsing, a sound drowning
in her mouth. She rushes past, and I don’t dare
look, but I can see everyone—the lobby full, couples
and singles and families, some waiting with a dog
or a cat, some sitting alone with their phones and Cokes
from the machine, maybe fifteen people, every one
looking at her, and—reader, you have to see this—
every one with a face full of love and complete
recognition. No judgment, irony, glad-it’s-not-me,
a whole room of understanding while she pulls
the door shut and latches it to cry for the baby
that I now see—I remember this man from earlier,
how she sat with him in the waiting room when I did—
and in his arms he carries a small body, terrier-size,
wrapped tight in a blue blanket head to foot,
motionless as he bears it through the front door
into the parking lot. I follow him out,
but I can’t see any more—how gently he lays it
on the back seat, I’m guessing—because I’m
getting in my own car, eyes down, letting him
have his peace alone. To intrude, to help—
it just isn’t done, or I don’t know how, and neither
did anyone back there, though we all know exactly
how high that love goes, most of us with no kids
or ones that are grown, most of us lying in bed at night
with a dog or cat snoring softly in the half-light,
the not quite deep-death night but the still-living kind
that makes us want to stay awake an hour longer,
the air outside alive with tires on the road and those crickets
that only started up a week ago and now sound like
they’ll keep singing that aria forever, even when
we all know sooner or later it will have to end.
~ note ~
Karen Moulton
IT'S GETTING LATE
Charlie Daniels is blaring from the jukebox
as she strolls into the bar, surveys tonight’s
selection, then sidles up to the guy on the end.
He admires her ass, curls his arm around her waist.
“Hammer’s the name,” he says in a loud voice.
She looks him over: alligator boots, green cords,
plaid flannel shirt unbuttoned to show off
his medallion. His greasy gray hair blots his collar.
She tips her chin at him, pulls a folded twenty
out of her skinny jeans pocket, puts it down
beside his upturned shot glass, spent lime,
and spilled salt. Through the window, the moon
gives his eyes a stormy look, all wind and water,
just the type of disaster she likes to drown in.
~ note ~
Ann Tweedy
VANISHING POINT
When my son was born, his immense need
and my ability to answer it were like the two hemispheres
of the world. Sometimes I was afraid and bewildered
yet comforted in knowing what my purpose was.
When he slept in my bed between bouts of nursing,
I’d throw my arm lightly across his chest
like a cave-dwelling woman making sure that predators
had to contend with me first. I remember
marveling at his acceptance of my arm
on his sleeping form at six months, nine months, a year.
His uncomplicated thought was that it was good that I was there.
If I turned from one side to the other so my back
faced him, he’d wake up crying within seconds.
Five and a half is a different story. Now, he throws
his forty pounds around. Until a few weeks ago,
to sleep in his own bed, he needed me to read to him
then cuddle him. This often led to my falling asleep
for the rest of the night. But now
he needs the whole bed to himself. Could I sit on the floor
next to the bed and read?
I love to put my arm around him and smell the sweet
spring air on the top of his head. But if I’ve eaten garlic or drunk coffee
he says, Mommy, your breath smells horrible!
I’ve gotten him to change it to Your breath doesn’t smell
that good—maybe you should brush your teeth, but really it makes
very little difference.
And sometimes when he has
a Lego vision, like a space station or a control tower,
only his dad will do. Daddy knows more about them,
he says, but really our visions are too dissimilar,
and he’s like Chihuly, wanting minions to execute what’s in his head.
I think of my grandmother crying
when I told her at five that I didn’t like
a doll she’d given me because its lined blue irises
stared vacantly. My dismay then was rooted in
the thought that adults were supposed to be stronger, less fragile
than the sturdy kids who were waiting their turn
to rule the Earth. But here I am.
~ note ~
Sharry Wright
LOOKING IN
We live inside a house of many windows
where strangers walking by can see
our life of scrambled eggs, mashed potatoes,
of crossword puzzles and the empty nest
that is my hair. They watch us eating artichokes,
scraping bits of flesh from the base of the leaf
with our bottom teeth, the empty bowl
filling up with what remains. The trick,
my father told me before dying, is to keep on
breathing, and he did until the tumor
in his lung squeezed his heart wide open.
I think of all the lost hours of my life,
pockets full of maps I’ve drawn
on napkins; all the places that I meant to go,
forgotten in the closet. No one wants
to be a ghost, to wander in a world where
no one sees you. I tell myself that walking
barefoot is a kind of prayer, feet to earth,
breathing, lungs to air, even better, in the rain,
water on your skin. At night, we light a candle
so the strangers can still see us in the dark.
~ note ~
conversation
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CONVERSATION BETWEEN KIM ADDONIZIO AND ALAN FOX
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FOX: You do a lot of teaching, and I assume that’s an important part of your life. You’ve said that being a poet requires learning the craft and being persistent. I’d like to know what you think about both of those, the craft of writing and then being persistent.
ADDONIZIO: The craft is like any other art form in that it takes time and practice to get better. When I first fell in love with poetry, in my late twenties, I’d been studying music and practicing hours every day. So, when I found poetry, I thought, “Well, here’s an art I don’t know anything about. I’m going to have to devote a lot of time to it, a lot of energy and focus.” That’s something I understood right away. I didn’t have an undergraduate degree in English or creative writing, but I applied for a master’s degree at San Francisco State, because I knew I needed to study. And I pretty much gave up music. Those were the decisions I made in order to follow this passion that I’d discovered. And what was the other part of the question?
FOX: Persistence …
ADDONIZIO: Right. I think that’s true of anything you’re going to succeed at; you have to stay at it a long time, and sometimes past the point of failure. As Beckett said, “Try again. Fail again. Fail better.” And I didn’t have anything that compelled me as much as poetry. This was my path, so I had to learn how to do it, and I had to figure out how to build my life around that.
FOX: What was it that attracted you to poetry?
ADDONIZIO: The story I usually tell—that I still tell—is that I was reading something by Plath, who’s been a common gateway drug for young women writers, and I was just blown away. It gave me a certain feeling, like the feeling you get when you listen to a piece of music you love, that moves you in some way, that opens up your spirit. The way poetry made me feel when I was reading it made me want to write it and create my own version. Whatever energy was held in that language, I wanted to find my own way of accessing it. So that was the beginning, and it really was like lightning. It wasn’t something that I had in my background or that I’d ever thought about. I’d been thinking maybe I would try to do something with music and education. I wasn’t a good enough musician to play in an orchestra. I was studying classical flute, but I felt like I would never catch up, because I had come late to that, too. And then poetry turned into this thing I simply had to do.
FOX: You talked about poetry speaking—well, I’m going to put it mildly—through the years. Plath spoke to you and your poetry will speak to others whom you never met and never will meet, maybe 50 or 100 years from now. Poetry is an excellent way of communicating with other people over time.
ADDONIZIO: Well, it’s a two-way thing, right? I’m definitely in touch with a lot of dead poets. Whenever I’m reading a poem by Whitman or Keats or Hopkins or Larkin, who are some of my favorites, I am entering the heart and mind of someone else, even though I’ve never met them. I’ve always felt that way, that it’s an intimate kind of communication. And then if I can write something that someone else responds to, that’s amazing to me. Thirty years ago, the living writers I was reading were like Olympian gods to me. Now it makes me uncomfortable if someone looks at me like that. I’m just still struggling to write the next poem.
FOX: Could you say more about Whitman? When you read Whitman, what was your response and how did you feel …
ADDONIZIO: Probably everyone falls in love with Whitman for his spaciousness. His amplitude. I know there are also problems with Whitman, and you could say that of a number of canonical writers, but the Whitman I fell in love with was inclusive and democratic. And the cadences and rhythms, inspired by the King James Bible—those long catalogues and descriptions were so appealing to me. He got so much of the physical world into his language. And it was all part of his spirituality. Leaves of Grass was meant to be a kind of Bible. Or Be Here Now. But, you know, I don’t really want to meet the poets I love. Although I was recently writing about wanting to go back in time to meet John Keats—maybe he’s an exception. [Fox laughs] I have a big crush on Keats. But mostly I think there’s this part of a writer that goes into the language—I don’t want to say the best part, but a certain part that we can’t access in daily life. I value that for what it is, and I don’t want to risk corrupting it by meeting them. It’s like seeing a movie of a book you loved. The writing is often better than we are as people.
FOX: I once met one of my favorite authors—not a poet, but a favorite author. He was nervous, perhaps he had a little too much to drink, and he was nasty. I gave him a compliment, but he was nasty. And I thought, “Love your work, but sometimes the writer is different.”
ADDONIZIO: What I love about poetry is that it’s a very private connection on the page, and it really is yours. No one else gets to have the experience you’re having with a poem. Even if you’re in a room full of people at a reading—I guess it’s true of anything in life, that you’re having a private experience, but there’s something about the way we connect with poems that feels so intimate. And of course that can be something to share with other people, too. When you realize that someone else loves the poem you’ve loved, there’s a sense that you’ve met a kindred spirit.
FOX: You said that you came relatively late in life to poetry, meaning in your twenties, and it just seems to me that in the United States poetry is not highly valued or taught as something everybody can love. What are your thoughts on that?
ADDONIZIO: I don’t think it’s something that everyone can love. Not everybody loves opera. Should everybody love opera? Are there things in opera that people could love? Sure, but that doesn’t mean everybody has to love it. I think poetry has its place, and it’s not going anywhere, it’s doing just fine. People write about the death of poetry every few years, and yet plenty of young people are still drawn to poetry and going to slams and exploring language in different ways. I don’t think it has to be universal. I think it is universal in the sense that there will always be some people drawn to poetry. It’s an impoverished existence to live without some form of art in your life—but I don’t think it has to be poetry. And generally, as has been pointed out one zillion times, people go to poetry to mark rituals like funerals and marriages, and then poetry seems to be the perfect thing, but they don’t seem to find it of use in their daily lives. So be it. At least it’s there when they need it.
FOX: Yes. You talked about cadence, and some poets believe in reading their work out loud when they write to get the cadence right. What are your thoughts about that?
ADDONIZIO: Sometimes I’ll read a draft out loud, but mostly I hear it in my head. Which is why it’s hard to listen to someone else speaking a poem I’ve been voicing in my head for some time. The first time I heard a recording of Plath on a radio show, it shocked me. She wasn’t my Plath. In my head, I’d heard her voice differently. [imitating Plath] “Daddy, daddy, you bastard, I’m through.” [Fox laughs] It’s interesting what happens to a poem when it travels through different voices. Like a play traveling through different actors, it becomes another animal.
FOX: Absolutely. What do you enjoy about teaching?
ADDONIZIO: My students, of course. I like the connection. The passion they have for writing. I love it when someone discovers something in a poem they’re reading and wants to talk about it. Or when they make a discovery in their own work and suddenly see a new way forward. I love seeing people I’ve taught, out in the world writing their own books, and knowing I had some small part in that. I don’t really know how much I can do as a teacher except make a space for people to learn.
I once had a professor in grad school—this was a class on Paris in the ’20s and ’30s—who said, “The class is not the course.” And that was a great lesson. The course is what a class can lead you to, what you can discover outside of class and build on for yourself. So, I teach the class, but the course is up to them. My workshops are only a small part of what a serious writer needs to know. They’re mostly giving feedback on people’s drafts. And I try to put a lot of poems in front of them to read, because, of course, reading is such a huge part of learning to write. If I’m giving a prompt, I’ll often scour the internet for poems and say, “Here are some ways you can approach this.” What I’m really saying is, “Read, read, read.”
FOX: Do you find that most of your students follow that suggestion and really get into it and get excited about reading poetry?
ADDONIZIO: A number of my students are big readers, yeah. I always ask them, when they introduce themselves, to talk about what they’re reading, and they often lead me to writers I don’t yet know. So it’s kind of a loop. Their being so excited about language helps keep it fresh for me. I try to stress reading and to teach craft, because it’s very difficult to teach sensibility or complex thought. But you can put poems in front of people that use language in interesting ways, with the kind of multivalence that poetry asks for, and you can ask for that back in their work. I’m always asking for more.
A lot of times students struggle when they set out to tell a story—they might write about a parent’s funeral, say—and then they sort of stop; they don’t know what else to do besides tell the story. This happened, then this happened. “I was at my mother’s funeral, and this is how she looked in the coffin, this is what my friend said, and this is what we did afterwards.” But that’s not yet the poem, that’s just an anecdote. So I try to get them to dig deeper. What else can you say? What does this story mean to you? What is the purpose of this story? I think that’s one thing that some of my students struggle with, and I try to poke and prod and see if there’s anything else underneath that we can get to. I think that’s partly my job, to do that for them—maybe do it to them, sometimes. [laughs] There’s a balance between talking about the problems and issues in a piece but not shutting down the writer—being kind and supportive, but also helping someone realize that they can go further. That they can pull more out of themselves, rather than feeling they can’t do it. “I guess I’m no good; I guess I can’t do it. Kim is saying I need to dig deeper, but I don’t know what else to say.” And yet, I think that moment, when you don’t know what to say, that’s the interesting moment. That’s the time to say, “Okay, I’m hitting a wall, but there is going to be a door one day. Maybe I can climb over this wall. Or maybe I can knock it down.”
Going back to persistence, a lot of people stop when they hit a wall. They get their first rejections, and think maybe this isn’t for them. I’ve had people ask me, “How long do I do this before I can expect to see some results?” I can’t answer that. Maybe a few years, maybe a few months, maybe never. I don’t know; no one knows until they start going down that road and seeing where it leads.
FOX: I saw a novelist speaking recently, and she talked about how she started out at 21—she knew that’s what she was supposed to do. And she had nothing accepted until she was 31. And now she’s published a number of bestselling novels.
What aspects of craft do you tend to focus on?
ADDONIZIO: I should tell you, first, that I got my graduate degree at 32 and published my first book at 40. Which feels young now …
Two things I harp on a lot in my workshop are clarity and structure. Clarity, because I think there’s a lot of mystery in life already. There are fruitful mysteries, and then there is, well, obfuscation, and I try to aim people toward the former and not the latter. Often, students think they’re being perfectly clear, but they’re not. One of the uses of the workshop is to show them how other people are receiving the work. Of course, other people are bringing their own experience to it, but if you’re writing about giving away your dog, and no one knows your dog’s name is Fred—you know that’s your dog, but nobody else knows it—do you really want someone to think it’s about losing your father? That comes up often, just context stuff.
FOX: You talked about being supportive of students while pushing them to go deeper. I think it’s also important for students to be accepting. Do you find that most students are accepting of the process or defensive? Some people just don’t want to be criticized at all, and it seems to me that would be a problem.
ADDONIZIO: Since I’m self-employed, I have the luxury of—mostly—choosing my students. Outside of conferences or an occasional workshop elsewhere, I don’t have to take everyone who comes along. I don’t often work with beginners. But it really depends. I’ve had beginners who are very open and ready to hear serious feedback, and those people work out just fine. When someone emails me about my workshops, I ask them to send a poem and tell me a little about themselves, and I can often see from that email whether they’re going to be a good fit. So maybe it’s more a matter of fit. Every so often, when I’ve had the feeling that this might not be the right person, but I accept them anyway, that instinct has been borne out. Now I trust that feeling more. I want to work with someone I can be helpful to as a teacher, but who is also going to contribute to the group. Who isn’t just there to make connections and get as much as possible from everyone around them, but who is also there to give something back. It’s just like life. If you go around demanding of life, “What are you going to give me?” you’re not going to get very far.
There are people who are writing to make their way in the poetry world, who have ambition—as certainly I had, more than I have now … I don’t really feel ambitious anymore [laughs] except to write the next poem. But I remember so well when I was desperate to get published for the first time, and then to have a book, and then to have a second book to prove the first one wasn’t a fluke, and later to write a novel, and on, and on. So, I understand where people are coming from, trying to find their way.
FOX: Where were you first published?
ADDONIZIO: In my school magazine, the English department journal at San Francisco State, which is where I got my masters. And then subsequently in the creative writing journal, which was a little step up, and where I published a lot in my graduate years. My first outside publication was a vanity thing that I didn’t realize was a vanity thing. I paid my $15, and my poem showed up one day typed in a little stapled book. And then I realized that you’re not supposed to pay to have your work published. [Fox laughs] But not everyone knows—you’re just starting out, and you’re trying to learn what that world is about. I think some people now have a bit too much knowledge about pobiz. They’re far more eager to publish than they are to learn the craft.
FOX: Yes.
ADDONIZIO: Most of my students are pretty savvy at the same time as they’re very committed. But I run into that sometimes at conferences; someone will come up with a sheaf of poems, or an entire manuscript, and say, “Can you help me publish this?” I’ll say, “Well, one, if I were to do that, I’d expect to be paid. And two, have you been publishing any of this?” “No, but I’ve written 3,000 poems this year.” And I’ll tell them, as nicely as I can, that they should try submitting and seeing how their work fares when it’s out in the world set against other writing. But, you know, they don’t know. They think I have a magic key or something.
FOX: How long do students stay with you?
ADDONIZIO: Some will work with me for a while and disappear, then show up again a few years later, because they’ve just come back to writing or have been off doing something else. Several have been around for a number of years, on and off. So I think I must be doing something right for a few people, anyway.
FOX: You co-authored a very well-regarded book on writing poetry with Dorianne Laux. What was that experience like, to co-author?
ADDONIZIO: At the time, we were teaching one-day intensive workshops together and making a lot of copies, and I said, “Why don’t we try to make a book out of this? It’ll be easy!” [both laugh] “We’ve got all these materials, let’s just put them together in a book with chapters about these different subjects we’re teaching, like imagery, or writing about sex and love.” And of course it turned into a bigger project. But it was a good collaboration. We had a lot of trouble getting it published, but once it was, it did really well. And it’s still going—I don’t even know how old The Poet’s Companion is, twenty years? Probably more. It’s somewhat outdated, but it’s problematic to do a second edition. I wanted to bring it into the 21st century and include a lot of new, younger poets, but Norton deemed the permissions costs to be prohibitive. So that’s not going to happen, but it’s still around and still being used in a lot of classrooms. People seem to love it.
I wrote another one more recently called Ordinary Genius: A Guide for the Poet Within, which has some newer examples and has also been used in several colleges, as well as by individuals. It covers some similar ground, craft-wise, and also has a lot of writing ideas. I think it’s a bit more expansive than The Poet’s Companion in some ways. There’s a chapter, for example, on spiritual teacher Eckhart Tolle’s concept of the “pain-body.” There are chapters on identity and addiction, and on collaborating—something I encourage all poets to do, to get together with other writers, or with musicians or visual artists.
FOX: We had an issue not too long ago featuring Instagram poets. Do you feel that modern communication has affected how people write or view poetry?
ADDONIZIO: I don’t know. The same kind of questions got asked when slam poetry came along, and it seems they are all just permutations of what’s happening in poetry. More people are finding ways to get their writing into the world. I had a poem that went slightly viral—is that an oxymoron?—on Twitter, and suddenly I had thousands of new followers. Many of them were people who would never have heard of my work otherwise. Whether they went on to read anything else, I don’t know, but it was a nice ego boost.
I do think that kind of rapid communication has changed us. We’re all developing an iBrain now, and we don’t even understand what that is. We’re rewired by the way we experience technology and the way this whole interface is happening. Someone mentions a poet in an interview, and I follow the link on that name down the Google rabbit hole.
Certainly there is a lot of—okay—bad poetry on the internet, but I don’t think that hurts anyone. There are a lot of people playing their guitars badly, sitting around singing worse than Bob Dylan [Fox laughs], but so what? That’s great! If they’re enjoying it, then so what. I don’t buy that it somehow harms the sacrosanct art of poetry.
FOX: Well, you seem to have the same attitude as Rattle—we’ve had slam poets, cowboy poets; it’s all poetry. Even at the time, slam was not well-regarded by the establishment of poetry.
ADDONIZIO: And look at people now who came up in that—Patricia Smith, Jeffrey McDaniel, Tyehimba Jess. And a lot of other writers who were encouraged when they were young and then found their way to making powerful work.
FOX: Absolutely. I don’t go to very many poetry readings, but some poets are really good and really interesting, and for others, it’s boring. Maybe the poems are fine but they’re not presented well, so it’s something poets have to pay attention to.
ADDONIZIO: Absolutely. A lot of poets, by their nature, are not necessarily performers. And they don’t read their work as well as they might. I’ve seen that with my own work. Some young girl on YouTube will recite a poem of mine, and I’ll think, “Damn, that’s so much better than how I do it!” [Fox laughs] “Why don’t I read it like that?” Maybe I need to work on my presentation a little more. [laughs] But I’m also busy trying to write. I personally see slam as its own art form—if it’s good writing but the performance isn’t happening, it falls short just as much as poor writing with a good performance. Ideally, both things are happening.
FOX: To me, I think attention spans are shorter and shorter, and so it seems to me that plays into poetry quite well, because poetry is a very succinct way of communicating.
ADDONIZIO: Yeah, it can be—but also, to read a poem quickly is not necessarily to really read the poem. There’s a paradox there. I’m about to teach a number of classes in the art of the short poem. One of the things I’ve been thinking about is the quick apprehension that a brief piece can give you. But to achieve that is usually not easy. [loud fan turns on in the background] Let me turn that off. That’s an air purifier. We used those during the fires. The air was so bad here that we got three of those for the house.
FOX: Was your electricity off during the recent weather?
ADDONIZIO: Yeah, ours was off for about 48 hours, which was pretty unnerving. No lights, no cell service. It’s dead quiet and truly dark here in the hills at night. And then a few other things went wrong that made it worse. Relatively speaking, it was just an inconvenience, but we’re very much aware of being in a fire-prone area, surrounded by trees, and that the hills could burn. I had bags packed and the cats ready to go if we had to evacuate. That’s just the new normal.
FOX: You’ve written both poetry and novels. What’s the difference between writing poetry and writing in longer forms?
ADDONIZIO: I don’t consider myself a novelist anymore. I published two novels with Simon & Schuster. But now I mostly want to write poems and an occasional essay or story. Writing those novels took so much time, accompanied by the requisite self-doubt and despair. It was a slog, getting up in the morning and going to my desk, figuring out how to get my characters two pages down the road. That’s how I got through the novels, telling myself I only had to write two pages each day. It was too daunting to consider that I was writing a novel. I believe in increments. One step at a time, and you will get somewhere. I guess if I had something that really obsessed me again, I might find myself trying another novel, but I don’t think so. I’m basically happy writing poems.
FOX: Your second novel, My Dreams Out in the Street, it was about Jimmy and Rita—I read a little bit of that last night. The first thing that struck me was that it was so realistic that I thought the author must have experienced this. How do you come to that knowledge of the topic?
ADDONIZIO: Thank you. I once had a homeless person tell me, after reading My Dreams, that he was convinced I’d been on the streets. Which I took as a great compliment. That novel—it’s essentially a love story, but between two people who are decidedly lower, socially, on the food chain—grew out of my earlier book Jimmy & Rita. I remained obsessed with those characters, and I wrote the novel to get them to a better place than where I left them in Jimmy & Rita. Denis Johnson’s work was a big influence on My Dreams. Especially his first novel, Angels. I love so much of his work, but Angels was just amazing to me. I opened mine with Rita on a bus because his novel starts with a bus trip. That was my secret homage to Denis Johnson.
There are certainly aspects of My Dreams that I’d experienced—drug use, for example. As with any writing, you draw from different sources. I have a friend who’s a criminal defense investigator, and I used some of the stories he had told me. During the writing, I would often call him up and say something like, “So, Jimmy’s going to jail. What’s the process of getting booked in jail? What would happen?” I also interviewed a cop at one time. But I’m terrible at that kind of research. I will google endlessly before I’ll go talk to someone face to face and interview them. There’s a baby store in my first novel, Little Beauties. I kept meaning to go to the baby store down the street, but I never actually set foot in it. I googled baby stores instead, to get a sense of what was in there, and then created mine out of my head and what I found online. [laughs] Even when I’m writing nonfiction, it’s usually personal essays, and when I’m looking for information I’m on the internet rather than going out there.
For My Dreams Out in the Street, William Vollmann, who at the time was a friend of a friend of mine—his novel Whores for Gloria was also an influence—kindly agreed to read the first portion of the manuscript. He wrote me a letter about it, and also suggested I sleep in Golden Gate Park for a night. And he said, “If you want to stay in a Tenderloin hotel, I’ll come with you.” I never did. The Tenderloin is a pretty sketchy neighborhood, the kind of place you don’t want to walk through alone—even in the daytime. I probably should have; it would have been fascinating to spend a night in a Tenderloin hotel with William Vollmann. I volunteered at a homeless shelter for a while when my daughter was in high school, so I used some of that, as well. It’s what writers do—you’re a magpie, gathering things from all over. That novel isn’t autobiographical, but it’s definitely got some of my experience in it.
FOX: I was also struck by the fact that I live a life that’s highly structured. I have a house and a bank account and know where food is coming from, and yet I was identifying, in your novel, with people who don’t have any structure. They get locked out of the shelter, and what are you going to do? It’s a totally alien experience for me, which I felt involved in and educated on.
ADDONIZIO: I think we read stories for all kinds of reasons. One is to find some recognition of our circumstances in other people’s lives, and another is to learn about circumstances that are very different from our own, that we can still connect to in some way. So reading creates some empathy—or at least some company. It makes us less alone in the world.
FOX: Someone years ago wrote that the most important thing about writing is that it be interesting, which I would tend to agree with. What’s your thought on that?
ADDONIZIO: I don’t know if there is a most important thing. A train wreck is interesting, but I’m not sure I’d want to be in one. I agree with whoever it was who said it has to be an improvement over the blank page. [both laugh] Of course writing has to be interesting; that seems fundamental. And some bad writing can be interesting, too. It can be, unintentionally, quite entertaining. But, yeah, when I pick up a book, I want to be interested right away, and if I’m not, I put it down. Don’t bore me.
FOX: That’s how I pick books—well, when I went to bookstores; now I do it online. But I’ll pick a few paragraphs from the book to read, and if I liked them both, I’d buy the book.
ADDONIZIO: Life’s too short.
FOX: Yes, absolutely. What advice do you have for young writers who are just getting started?
ADDONIZIO: Pretty much what we’ve been talking about, which is the usual: Read a lot. Keep going. Find the things that compel you. There are two ways I think about it. One is reverse engineering. So, read like a writer. Try to take apart the things that appeal to you and figure out why. What are they doing? What are the mechanics?—so you can put it all back together in your own way. And also, keep a spiritual channel open to the world and to influences and whatever life is bringing you. I think those are both really important and have to work in concert for poetry to happen. You can be open to the world but not necessarily have the skills to make something happen in language. But, again, not everyone needs to read poetry, and not everyone needs to write it. If you’re drawn to reading and writing, you may have a decent chance of becoming a writer. Some people love to write but they don’t love to read—those people are never going to be serious writers. As I said in Ordinary Genius, “If you don’t like to read, your writing’s going to suck.”
FOX: I think that’s a good place to end. Daveen, do you have anything you wanted to ask?
DAVEEN: Have you ever had students where you look at their work and you think, “This person is never going to be a poet, never going to be a writer.”
ADDONIZIO: I have thought that it’s unlikely, but I recognize that I don’t really know. Often, the problems people have in their writing are the same issues they’re struggling with in their own psyche. If someone, for example, lacks focus in their writing, it’s often because they’re an unfocused person, and they haven’t really committed in a certain way. If someone is being evasive in their writing, it’s often around a subject they’re afraid to really dig into. They create all these ways of avoiding the very thing they’re trying to write about. That’s part of what’s in them as a person. It’s a fear of vulnerability or of going into that territory for whatever psychic reasons. I don’t have any access to that; I’m not a therapist. I can see things about people’s personalities from their work, but I can’t predict what is going to happen with someone, whether or not they’re going to have some tectonic shift in their life that’s about to blow them open.
I do think, though, that everyone can get better. Everybody can learn something about language, and there’s real joy in that. I had a student who once said, “I don’t want to publish. I just like going into the rooms in my head that writing takes me to.” What a great reason to write!
It’s often the old question, “Do I have talent?” Some people certainly show flashes right away; you can see something that feels alive and vibrant, that they can mine. But someone else might be incredibly determined and work their ass off until they have a breakthrough. Whereas the first one does it for a while and then goes off and finds something else. So the honest answer is, I have no idea. I can’t tell you.
FOX: I studied with a poet years ago. People would read their work in his class, and I thought, “This is horrible.” But he was very supportive and found ways to build a bond, and I found that a few months later their writing became pretty good.
ADDONIZIO: I’ve seen that in my students, too. I’ve seen them take in some idea, and when they really get it, their writing changes. I remember a student whose poems were consistently stuck in abstraction; finally she got the concept of imagery, and her writing just took off. It’s unpredictable. Even when you’ve spent years reading and studying and writing and publishing, as I have, I sit down—I think it was Stanley Kunitz who said, at 90-something, that sitting down to write a poem was just as hard as at the beginning. I feel I have nothing to say; I write a bunch of wooden phrases, it’s all horrible, nothing’s going on. What happened? I thought I knew how to do this. With so many other things that you learn, it’s fairly reliable. You learn certain things, and then you know how to do them. But writing is not that way. And that’s one of the fascinating challenges.
DAVEEN: Is music that way, or is it in between?
ADDONIZIO: With music—I’ve been playing again the last few years, on and off, studying jazz—if I stop practicing for a while, I get very frustrated. My embouchure is gone. I have no tone. But I can get back to it. It may take longer to build up to some skill I used to have, but music seems to me more mechanical, more muscle memory. Like an athlete. If you aren’t working out all the time, you lose your edge. I find that’s true of music, but it’s not like suddenly I have no idea how to play a B-flat on flute, or a C Major 7th chord on my guitar—that’s all there. And I guess many things in writing are still there, as well, but something about the creating of it—when I’m playing music I’m not creating. Well, there’s creation in improvisation, but you’re building on things like patterns you’ve learned and knowing the chord changes. At least—I should qualify that—at the level I do it, it’s fairly mechanical. There’s a kind of scaffolding I feel I can hang onto. Writing is often about teasing something out of nothing. It’s a blank screen, a blank page, and you’re trying to invent a new universe every time you sit down to write another poem. It’s amazing—but it’s hard!
FOX: Well, that’s an even better ending—an important thing for writers to accept. Sometimes it flows, and you’re inspired. Sometimes when it flows, it’s really good; sometimes it isn’t.
ADDONIZIO: Exactly. Who knows? Quién sabe?
FOX: There’s that line in a movie—oh, Shakespeare in Love—“It’s a mystery!” But we can tell by the poems we’ve received that you must be a very good teacher. Thank you for the very good conversation.
contributor notes
CONTRIBUTOR NOTES
Poetry
George Bilgere <georgebilgere.com>: “Every summer my wife and two little boys and I travel to Berlin, Germany, for three glorious months. In the mornings I wander down the shady little street we live on and sit with my notebook at an outdoor cafe improbably called Shlomo’s Coffee and Bagels. I order a coffee, open my notebook, and for the next two hours or so I sit there hoping a poem will find me. These are the happiest moments of my life, even when the poem I’m waiting for stands me up.”
Lollie Butler: “I began to find poetry a necessity when, as a child, I was visited at my 3rd-grade classroom by none other than Robert Frost. The old codger read a few poems and told us the pen was a mighty instrument. I believed him then and have since. Not long ago, I was thrilled to be a winner in the Robert Frost Foundation Award in poetry—what a coincidence!”
Erik Campbell: “One afternoon in the summer of 1994 I was driving to work and I heard Garrison Keillor read Stephen Dunn’s poem ‘Tenderness’ on The Writer’s Almanac. After he finished the poem I pulled my car over and sat for some time. I had to. That is why I write poems. I want to make somebody else late for work.”
Barbara Lydecker Crane: “It’s been fascinating to research many artists’ lives and their paintings, and then write sonnets in each artist’s imagined voice. I’ve learned much more about the artists than I ever did as an art major in college, and it’s all the more interesting as I used to be a professional artist myself. In that work and now in poetry, I have the luxury of not having to earn my living; if I did I would surely starve!”
William Evans <williamthe3rd.com>: “Much of my writing of late has been addressed as the other. I spent a lot of time working in corporate environments and managing the ignorant and incendiary things that people would say to me. The job was ‘eventful’ enough in that aspect, but the mask would completely drop in social gatherings where I was almost othered out of existence. This poem is specific to that, but generally to the sentiment of what it is like being expected to perform, constantly and often on demand. In that way, it seems that I was always auditioning for a thing I didn’t necessarily want to be.”
William Fargason <williamfargason.com>: “I was taking a trip up to Nashville to see my wife run a half marathon, and I saw this mattress all alone on the side of one of the interstate interchanges. I don’t remember anything about that nine-hour drive other than that mattress, but I knew that by seeing it, a poem had been given to me. Sometimes, in the writing of poems, you don’t get a say in the matter. The next morning, the whole family left for the marathon but forgot to wake me up and take me with them, so I awoke to an empty house, and I wrote this poem.”
Dan Gerber <dan@gerberfamily.us>: “When I was twelve years old, miserable and lonely, living away from home in a place I didn’t want to be, I read a poem—Walter De La Mare’s ‘The Listeners’—that filled me with mystery and, for a while, took me beyond my wretched little self and saved me with the idea that I might make something out of words that could create, in myself at least, the feeling and the vision I’d received from that poem. Poetry made me want to go on living back then, and it still does.”
Lola Haskins <lolahaskins.com>: “When I was a little girl, I wrote because I was lonely. Now I write because I feel a deep kinship with people I may never have met.”
Alison Hazle: “As a survivor of art school, I often find myself turning to the odd and the absurd when writing a poem. This is, of course, when I am not trying in vain to write something new about grief. I am pursing a degree in English, currently living in Baltimore with my beloved python, Ted.” <hazlealison@gmail.com>
Matt Marinovich: “‘Mr. Pescado’ came about after I made a habit of ordering the exact same item on the menu at the tiny El Diamante Café, which sits under the shadows of the Brooklyn Queens Expressway. Every week, I’d order the fried fish, so the owner started calling out ‘Mr. Pescado!’ as soon as I walked in the door. One night, around closing time, the whole family was sitting there, and they all shouted out my new name. So the idea for the poem started there, with this kind of temporary assumed identity, and how one might easily slip into being an entirely different person. Though the part about pretending I was a dog and barking at his kid is completely fictional, I swear.”
Day Mattar <@daymattar>: “I was challenged by Carol Ann Duffy, during her ‘Writing Poetry Workshop’ at MMU, to lean away from habitual free verse and attempt ‘something like a sonnet.’ I resisted at first, writing a scathing ‘anti-sonnet.’ I felt the traditional form was teasing me, threatening my poems into constriction, but, as I began to work against my instincts, I noticed writing within the restriction of shorter lines really tested the effectiveness of my language, and so I began to cut away the peripherals. It’s very easy for me to be led astray in the exhilaration of the writing process, and, in the sentimentality of that experience, to think that everything good I write needs saving. In this case, exercising restraint sharpened the intention and focus of the poem, and I still managed to reach a compromise with tabulation, and chopping two lines off the end!”
Richard Prins <r-prins.com>: “In January 2017, two events radically changed my life: my daughter arrived in New York, and Donald Trump arrived in the White House. The spare time that I had previously devoted to poetry was now spent at playgrounds and protests. My solution was writing this poem about taking my baby to a protest. I considered it a remarkable feat of multitasking. I’ve been arrested several times since then at other Trump properties and the United States Senate. Civil disobedience is a bold, reckless, floppy, disruptive dance. Ideally, it’s also backed up by meticulous planning, theory, conviction, and community support. In other words, just about everything I could ask for in a poem.”
Marjorie Saiser <poetmarge.com>: “I was going to say this is a persona poem, but no, it’s me, a long time ago. In a galaxy far away. Distance is such a powerful thing.”
Dondre Scott: “During the senior year of my college career my professor challenged us to create a chapbook that represented our unique poetic voice. Having no idea what that meant I decided to just write what I knew best. ‘How Black Are You #8’ was based on popular horror tropes and my own iron-clad rule to not mess around with ghost shit.”
Emily Sernaker <emilysernaker.com>: “I’m grateful for the Irish—their stories, songs, humor, and heart—and think fondly of them, especially around St. Patrick’s Day.”
Kenny Tanemura: “Classical Japanese poets sparked my interest in poetry, and I find myself responding to Japanese poetry from Japanese aesthetics to experimentation with haiku by poets and writers from Richard Wright to Rainer Maria Rilke.”
William Trowbridge <williamtrowbridge.net>: “Fool, here and in my collection Ship of Fool, is based on the fool archetype, which runs from the beginnings of storytelling up to modern films (silent and sound), fiction, poetry, and stand-up comedy. He is combination schlemiel and shlimazel, alternately the spiller and the spilled-on. Often the scapegoat, he is, as St. Chrysostom put it, ‘he who gets slapped.’ My Fool, blundering into hell with Lucifer and company, is reincarnated in various historical times, with occasional unplanned visits back to the heavenly realm, operated as a mega-corporation by its Enron-style CEO. I thought I was through with my not-so-distant relative after the collection came out, but he’s back again, none the wiser.”
Charles Harper Webb: “My childhood, like my wife’s and son’s, was marked by periodic, usually unsuccessful efforts to make wild creatures (frogs, bugs, lizards, baby birds, etc.) part of my family. This poem commemorates such an effort, and remembers the victim.”
Carolyne Wright <carolynewright.wordpress.com> : “My poems have grown more narrative over the arc of years, but I continue to challenge some of these poetic narratives to present themselves athwart formal structures—structures that compel the stream of incident and emotion to flow into unexpected conduits and to make unanticipated discoveries, as with the poems here! Wit and mischief, and sly love, take shape and reveal themselves obliquely in such a dance of form with content.”
Joseph Zaccardi <josephzaccardi.com>: “Poetry came alive for me in the 6th grade when my teacher, Sister Francesca, gave me a small book of poems by W.C. Williams—a gift, alas, that I’ve lost track of. Perhaps the power of poetry is that it stays with you, even when it is not with you. I have no working process that I can recognize or describe. Each day is a tree of verbal apples one may climb; he is usually up there, unless he is after the even more delectable fruits of silence. Each day he tosses seeds; each day he retrieves just sprouted words.”
Students of Kim Addonizio
Karen Benke <karenbenke.com>: “I studied with Kim Addonizio in 1993 while pursuing my master’s degree at the University of San Francisco. Kim is generous, tender, tough, and accurate with her honesty. She made a better poet out of me by her example, by all the detailed ways she shows up to see and capture the world’s heartbreak and grit. She taught me how to rigorously question if what is being included in the container of a poem is truly necessary. As I edit, I can still hear her say, ‘Here’s a needless piece of information.’”
Susan Browne <susanbrownepoems.com>: “In 1996, I took a workshop with Kim Addonizio in Petaluma, California. I then took workshops with her for the next twenty years. I had found my teacher. She taught me how to revise. She taught me surprise and tension, the music of the line, the power of humor and risk, leaps and how to wait. How to put away the poem and wait a week, a month, a year. She was endlessly encouraging and inspiring, but never easy. I can still hear her saying, ‘That’s not the most compelling language.’ She taught me duende. She is my Queen of Duende.”
X.P. Callahan: “Kim Addonizio was my first poetry teacher and remains the best. Over the past twelve years, I’ve taken several of her workshops, including an inspiring and liberating class on revision. In person, Kim has an uncanny gift for discerning the heart of an embryonic poem after a single reading and championing the poem’s organic evolution. In an online context, she balances guiding the workshop with making space for participants to forge their own connections. Kim has taught me to see that what I think is on the page may not be there, and to listen for what will speak more fully for being left unsaid. And as a formalist of sorts, I appreciate her evident pleasure in traditional and bespoke forms. I’m grateful that Kim chooses to provide high-quality instruction for post-MFA poets as well as for poets who are altogether outside the MFA system. Kim’s affirmation of poetry as ‘soul work’ invites all of us to adopt a generous, sustainable perspective on our writing.” <centoramapoems.com>
Eleanor Channell: “Last fall I enrolled in Kim Addonizio’s online course ‘Exploring the Sonnet’ from the Fine Arts Work Center in Provincetown. Her passion for the sonnet was infectious, even through the Ethernet. While I was familiar with traditional Petrarchan and Shakespearean forms, having been a high school English teacher for many years, Kim encouraged me to explore the spirit of these box-like poems. In her class, I discovered that sonnets are the ideal vehicles for reflecting or meditating on a subject, then turning that subject inside out with a shift in thought, or an unexpected ‘escape’ towards the end. The poem uses rhyme and meter, albeit loosely, within the sonnet’s traditional subjects of love and nature. Still, I hope ‘Rivermouth’ is free enough and plain enough to convey what Kim was advocating in her course: a synthesis of feeling and passion enhanced by thoughtful and deliberate consideration of form.”
Steve Cushman <stevecushman.net>: “I studied with Kim and a wonderful group of poets in 2014 via an online class. It was at a time when I was transitioning from primarily writing fiction to writing poetry, as well. The class allowed me to test myself, to see if I could write poetry at all. The students in the class were amazing and pushed me as a writer in ways I hadn’t been pushed since graduate school. Kim was a gentle and strong teacher, allowing us to each move in our own way but still pushing us to do more. Now it’s been five years since then, and I’m still trying to figure out this poetry thing, but I have no doubt that Kim’s class, and the poets writing and studying along with me, made a huge difference on this journey.”
Cheryl Dumesnil <cheryldumesnil.com>: “I began studying with Kim Addonizio in 1992, when she and Dorianne Laux co-taught day-long craft workshops in Dorianne’s home. In the summer of 1994, I joined Kim’s weekly poetry workshop, which she hosted in her basement apartment in San Francisco. I had just completed a thoroughly alienating first year of my MFA program and returning to Kim’s workshop felt like coming home. Working with Kim, I learned how to write from the raw nerve, how to use imagery and the music of the line to telegraph that heat to readers. To this day, if I feel like I’m losing my edge, reading Kim’s poems will help me find it again. Beyond craft, early on in my career Kim taught me how to muscle up in the face of adversity and rejection. ‘Never let the bastards get you down’—she wrote that on a postcard she sent to me in graduate school, and I took it to heart. With her support I learned to turn adversity into an opportunity to recall my vision, to strengthen my resolve, and to move forward. By example, Kim has taught me that, as fierce and edgy as a poet’s writing might be, it comes from a bruise-tender place. You can’t have one without the other. If you’re all edge, you’re pure defensiveness; if you’re all bruise-tenderness, you’ll never get out of bed. Living a poet’s life means developing the ability to be both vulnerable enough to feel the impact of the world and strong enough to speak the truth about it.”
Sarah Freligh <sarahfreligh.com>: “Years before I took the first of three online classes with Kim, she was already teaching me about the kind of poetry I wanted to write. As a fiction writer turned poet, Jimmy and Rita and Tell Me were my first bibles; I kept copies in my purse or backpack until they were worn-out and dog-eared. Years later, Kim is still teaching me and so many others. In fact, I wager you’d be hard-pressed to find a contemporary American poet who hasn’t been influenced in some way by Kim. My biggest takeaway from studying with Kim is a reminder to be fearless in my own work, to pursue my own truths about the world with passion.”
In Koo Kim: “I’d never taken an online course before, but decided to risk it since I heard great things about Kim. I received helpful high quality insights from Kim and her assemblage of poets. I studied with her in the spring of this year, and she helped me learn several forms, including the duplex, which is one of my submissions.”
Tracey Knapp <traceyknapp.com>: “The first time I saw Kim Addonizio read was in 2001, but it wasn’t until 2007 that I began working with her. First, I had to go to grad school and study with other teachers who frankly pale in comparison to her influence on my work. Never have I had a teacher who has been so challenging, or so supportive. I’ve been taking almost all of her Oakland workshops for twelve years, and studied with her in Italy last year. I also give Kim a lot of credit for my first book. Most of the poems in that book were written in her workshop. She is a friend, a mentor, and the best teacher I’ve ever had.”
Anja Konig: “Kim is one of my absolute favorite poets. I admire her aggressive clarity, her rhythm—she really is Bukowski in a sundress, with better skin. I compulsively read her poem ‘What Women Want’ aloud to my friends. One runs out of the house to buy a new Addonizio book, even in hardcover.”
Marie-Elizabeth Mali <memali.com>: “I’ve studied with Kim Addonizio many times, in person and online, from 2007 to 2018. She’s helped my writing become more bold and more subtle, by sometimes suggesting that I say the thing more directly and at other times suggesting that I use an image or metaphor instead. And always with a well-tuned ear to the poem’s sounds. I love having a teacher with such range!”
Clint Margrave <clintmargrave.com>: “I took Kim’s online course in the fall of 2016. She helped me refine my poems for clarity, word choice, economy. I kept copies of her notes and only recently went back and looked at them for a particular poem I was still struggling with. After countless attempts to resolve its problems, I realized the answer had already been in the advice she gave me three years earlier, and I’d just been ignoring it.”
Amy Miller <writers-island.blogspot.com>: “I was in Kim Addonizio’s private workshop for about a year. This was in 2001, and I took several of her multi-week courses. Kim was a fair-minded but tough critiquer; she had a way of cutting right to what she called the heart of the poem, the thing that gave it life, and pointing out lines that dulled that heart’s impetus or drifted too far away from it. Her toughness, more than anything, had a lasting effect on my writing. I learned to revise brutally, to sift through workshop comments just as dispassionately, and to stick up for a poem when its unique voice or vision was getting lost in the rewrite. Her workshop was a sort of crucible, a hot forge that made me stronger as a writer, a better judge of my work and others’, and I think it’s very hard to keep going as a writer without that kind of toughness. I know I just said ‘tough’ about five times. I loved that about Kim.”
Karen Moulton <kmoultonpoet.weebly.com>: “By the time I found Kim Addonizio online, I had taken a few Stanford online writing courses. While I feel as though I learned tons from the courses, working with Kim was a completely different experience. I was writing to cope with my husband’s debilitating and ultimately terminal illness. Throughout those eleven years, I turned to reading and writing poetry. From participating in over ten online workshops from 2011 to 2019, and two La Romita summer programs in Italy in 2014 and 2018, I gained confidence in my work and learned so much, it is hard to crystalize that knowledge. But three big ideas emerge as I think of what I’ve learned from Kim. When writing about grief, it isn’t always natural to lay yourself bare, but that is just what Kim wanted from me. More times than I can count she advised me, ‘not to flinch.’ Just as I was getting to a tender point, I’d divert or end the poem. It was only after hearing that from her several times that I was able to push myself to find the vulnerability that made the poem complete. Kim is famous for her invention of the sonnenizio, a version of a sonnet. So when I began experimenting with forms, she taught me to vary the pattern slightly. No one expects it, and it makes the poem much more interesting. This was great to hear after trying and trying to get a form just right. Here was an out that would pay off. I am so grateful to Kim for working with me from the tragic to the erotic—a new phase of my life and of my writing—having met someone who brought me out of my ‘griefdom.’”
Ann Tweedy <anntweedy.com>: “I studied with Kim Addonizio at the Ashland Writers’ Conference in Ashland, Oregon, in the summer of 2001. Kim taught me to trust my own voice and to embrace the gritty, unwieldy parts of my life in my writing. She was a generous critic, and I was amazed at the quality of the work that I and other workshop participants produced as a result of the exercises she assigned. In addition to assigning in-class writing, she had us workshop some poems we brought from home. At the beginning of the class, my laptop stopped working, and I panicked at the prospect of not being able to share with her the poems I had brought. Thankfully, I got it back up and running and was able to benefit from her invaluable critiques. I included a couple of the poems we workshopped that summer in my first full-length book. I had discovered Kim’s work at a women’s bookstore in Portland a year or two before that summer workshop and was immediately drawn to the exuberant sadness that characterized much of her early work. I am so glad I had the chance to work with her early in my writing career!”
Sharry Wright <pearsoupe-studio.tumblr.com> : “I first read a review of Kim Addonizio’s Mortal Trash in the San Francisco Chronicle and immediately walked down to City Lights Bookstore to buy a copy, which I devoured and then went online to see what else I could find out about her. When I realized that she lived in Oakland, just across the Bay, and held workshops in her home, I could hardly believe my good fortune! I applied for the next workshop in the fall of 2016 and felt like I’d found the mentor that I’d been longing for, someone to help me find my voice. Kim’s feedback is so precise and perceptive; she is always able to immediately highlight what is working in a poem and to zoom in on where it has gone off track, yet she leaves plenty of room for the student/poet to keep their work uniquely their own. Plus her brilliant weekly prompts never fail to inspire something interesting.”