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INTRODUCTION
I HAVE always been intrigued by the fact that when light enters the human eye, it forms an upside-down image on the retina. Fortunately, the brain automatically flips this image so we can all agree that the road is not the sky, and vice versa.
But the brain does other things with the light that enters its
optical portals; most significantly, it assigns meanings to everything
it sees. If it did not, we would be paralyzed by the wealth of visual data we received, but did not know what to do about. (Sometimes I get that feeling anyway.) The downside of assigning meanings is that we also do most of it automatically, generally in accordance with our well-established expectations and prejudices. In a very real sense, we see the world we expect to see, even if we are sometimes surprised or shocked by it. Unless we have a discipline of learning to see things differently, the world we behold can too easily become little more than a series of reflections of our personal bias about what’s worth our attention.
Poets are in the business of seeing things differently. Like photographers, they focus on a moment, a place, or an encounter which would escape most people’s attention, and assign a perspective which is personal, particular, and perhaps transcendent. Instead of a lens and Photoshop, poets use an open mind and their unique vocabulary to render a re-crafting of reality, lending a kind of immortality to a passing scene. And thus for their readers they invoke certain ideas, feelings, and meanings that we might otherwise never experience. Without fire or flashlight, a poet illuminates something unexpected within our minds; the upside-down words that our brains immediately flip become, almost as rapidly, portals to an expanded reality. When a poet is both technically proficient and genuinely inspired, he or she lights up a whole new world for you.
For the first volume in the biannual Fearless Poetry Series, Sari Friedman and I decided to seek poems about everyday objects, places, or beings. Whether the poets in this volume are focusing on doorknobs, bedsheets, apples, or garden tools, they reveal startling and
often soulful views of everyday phenomena. Like quantum physicists who suspect that other dimensions lie folded within the few that are obvious to us, these poets detect layers of meaning in surfaces that might otherwise appear flat. They do this by giving us views that are both personal and universal; in fact, it is the challenge of the poet
to use the fewest possible words to create the greatest possible connection between seemingly separated minds.
We live in a time when vast amounts of information whizz by us constantly on our computers, cellphones, and hi-def TVs. Some of this data is stimulating and useful, or simply necessary for the conduct of our daily lives. As a publisher of e-books myself, I’m not inclined to a Luddite view that views the progress of technology as an enemy of the authentic life. But one reason I wanted to launch this poetry series is to remind people that one of the oldest technologies known to humankind can still enrich our lives beyond measure. The mindful technology of poetry does not deliver vast amounts of verbiage, graphics, or video to our eyes at a dazzling pace; instead it focuses
our attention on one chosen subject in order to deepen and nourish our sensibilities. As much as newer technologies can dazzle and fascinate, they generally do not enlighten. That invaluable service is the deepest calling of the poet, the kind of person who bothers to pause in the rush of everyday life and take note of the light in ordinary things.
— D. Patrick Miller
September 2009
SYLVIA MERRILL BEAUPRÉ
Stay
Stay with me,
light on the bare-limbed tree,
light on the disappearing road
beyond my window,
on the sludge of soiled snow
at the driveway’s edge.
Stay in slants across the kitchen counter,
the useful sink, the necessary stove;
melt last night’s spattered grease,
harden the stray kernel
that over blue-tipped flame
leapt from the pan;
trace the smudge of lips
across the rim of glass.
Stay in living room patches;
articulate the dust gathered
on windowsill, table, chair
until it speaks,
tells old stories;
track the living beams
that hold up the ceiling,
the roof and sky.
Stay with me as I stand, sit, walk
or kneel to scrub a stain;
stay as I lie
on my narrow bed
and shield my eyes.
Stay
the way the dog stays
steadfast, patient, warm
_________________________________________________________
PEGGY DOUGLAS
Where I Come From
Afternoon rains slowly released downtown
from the summer’s sweltering grip,
steam rose from damp asphalt, blanketing
roads in the syrupy scents of petroleum.
I paused at the stop sign in my Chevy Corvair,
noticed the weather-beaten woman,
face drawn and wrinkled with age,
taking communion from a casual breeze.
From the upstairs window of her faded
clapboard apartment, I could see matted hair
tipped back against the headboard,
cigarette stub squeezed between her teeth.
I imagined her blowing troubles away
in rings of clouds, one after another,
through hole after hole, until I sped away.
It meant nothing to me at the time,
only later would I call her beautiful,
as are all true reflections
where I come from.
_________________________________________________________
CONNIE CRONIN
We Turn As One
the geraniums
dying in the frost
send a fragrance
so sweet and sharp
we turn as one
two days later
our son is born
and does not breathe —
for endless frozen minutes
he hovers between worlds
today we turn again
to follow his smallest movements —
every one as precious, as intense
as the last breath of
geraniums in the cold
_________________________________________________________
BRUCE BAWER
The View from an Airplane at Night,
over California
This is a sight that Wordsworth never knew,
whether looking down from mountain, bridge, or hill:
An endless field of lights, white, orange, and blue,
as small and bright as stars, and nearly still,
but moving slowly, many miles below,
in blackness, as stars crawl across the skies,
and ranked in rows that stars will never know,
like beads strung on a thousand latticed ties.
Would even Wordsworth, seeing what I see,
know that these lights are not well-ordered stars
that have been here a near-eternity,
but houses, streetlights, factories, and cars?
Or has this slim craft made too high a leap
above it all, and is the dark too deep?
_________________________________________________________
A response to the painting “Shelters”
by Jim Dees, a Hampton, VA artist
I guess it depends on where you go
or what you do, or what makes you
take cover, or duck for cover, or hide out,
and then it becomes what you need
to cover yourself with — the boards of an
old house, the nails rusted and painted over,
the lane of long grass smelling of buttercups,
a blue tarp that doesn’t let you breathe well,
a box at the 7-Eleven, behind the dumpster,
or the memory of a place — fields,
green with spring, a sky colored gray,
fitted with orange at the end of the day,
a house, small, square, the door shut tight
against the wind in winter, the windows,
open to the breezes of Summer. The smell
of apples in a row, wild strawberries
just over the hill, close enough to walk to
without shoes, or the quilt Grandma made,
soft as old cheeks, weathered with chores
done before sunrise, or a painting with a name
the dictionary defines with words like “haven,”
and “refuge,” and it stops you, because the
air has chilled and your church is serving soup
tonight and showers tomorrow at the YMCA,
and your memory finds the shacks along
the Hudson River and the cardboard blankets
that didn’t have fine needle stitches joining
squares of blue and green colors that wash
the painting before you, and wrap you tightly
to this spot the artist sees.
As you pick up a pen, turn the heat up to write,
think about a young boy in Iraq wearing
Kevlar and a tank, and let your breath out,
trying not to remember a dictionary’s words,
and reluctantly, cover yourself
with the time you are living in.
_________________________________________________________
AIDAN BAKER
Delivery
The paving stones through leather hit
the pain upwards into the feet.
Church magazines weigh heavy on
strained arms that long to lay them down.
Sensible letter-boxes hold
roughly the same height as a hand,
lie horizontal in the door,
and open outwards into air.
They’ll accept A4 whole and then
let their flaps’ weight drop shut again.
We find such boxes and rejoice,
going like post from house to house.
Others we have to kneel to, fight
aggressive metal, twist to fit.
The force of any letter-box
holds both sides of the paradox
of barriers. We see them be.
We see them open sesame.
We see their need for both of those.
We see them close. Their need to close.
_________________________________________________________
MYRA SKLAREW
In the Trail of the Slug
It’s a patient trail, scrolling
off the stone walk
in a curve. I try to imagine
what the slug thought: Enough
on this grayblue step, the cold
pouring into my moist belly.
Let me bury my face in green.
And once down on the earth it spreads
its skirts, its beveled edges
the way the manta rays ripple their lovely
edges, their protein wings through
the sea. Or like the delicate clitoris
as it rises like sea grass from between
the labia, probing the golden
air. Like that. There is something sexual
about the nakedness of the slug.
Its skin missing. Like our clothes
fallen away beyond us. Or the way we have lost
our boundaries and driven into one another
beyond all that separates us.
Like that. That something so vulnerable, so
open could survive in the world.
_________________________________________________________
JEFF WALT
Smokers on Break
Reeking of nicotine, coatless
in the cold, we lounge
in a doorway,
a few scant minutes
of kinship and bitching.
Nooses loosen and halos dissolve—
smoke shaking its hips
from tips of cigarettes
like a genie escaping
her bottle. We wish
for tanned, tropical lives,
but get the office
carpet, frayed and stained, tired
Muzak droning down
the halls. Between puffs and sighs,
we fantasize
of sitting eight hours in bodies
that won’t weep
for codeine, scheme excuses
to call in sick, rehearse
scratchy voices
as we choke down hits
of swirling, conspiring joy.
Soon we’ll go back
to our cubicles, framed faces
of kids, lovers we seldom see;
back to glaring
computers screens and the demanding
ring of telephones where we’ll clamp down
with headsets, longing
for our discarded loves
lying on the hard pavement,
each bright eye slowly fading.
_________________________________________________________
CLAUDIA B. VAN GERVEN
What Ants Know
This is how the story gets told: The Queen drags her flaccid, fecund
belly into the larva chamber to the commotion of drones
dressed up in their best black suits and aerial brag.
The woeful, sexless workers lick pupae, or ceaselessly
rearrange the Empress’s thousand shoes,
or — depending on the regime of this particular Geographic
Special — wave upon wave of bright disciplined faces purge
the countryside. Marvels of order and efficiency, squadrons of
workers march for the glory of some cultural revolution.
But group mind is more cockamamie, more sumptuous.
It goes like this: a lone ant randomly scurrying stumbles
on something that rattles his exoskeleton — a bit
of stale bun, a dollop of fresh dog dung, the odd leg
of a dead grasshopper —
whatever stops an ant dead in its tracks. He shimmies, emitting
rhapsodic ant noises till he bumps into another ant.
He does a little dance, waving his antennae frantically
till they are both enflamed Pentecostals.
Or failing that, he scours Antland till he meets a fellow arthropod,
picks him up in two of his six legs, carries him to the site
of the stunning beauty, and drops him with a flourish,
as if to say, “See! Look at that! Isn’t it splendid?”
Now both ants squirm with raptures till ant after ant is drawn
into their field of pleasure. They walk on each other’s backs, swarm
the treasure, murmuring a hymn to which every ant knows the chorus.
Every ant understands that this is now, that chaos is
generous, that we are always alone, that we are all
in this together.
_________________________________________________________
CHRISTINA LOVIN
Creature Comforts
Because I could not feed the world
I threw crumbs and peelings to the birds
and gave my little dog the all-but-finished dinner
plate, on which I’d left a cube of meat,
a gravy smear.
Because I could not clothe all children
I tied scraps of sturdy corduroy to trees
and scattered bits of ribbon on the rising wind
from which the wrens could weave a cozy nest
for naked young.
Because I could not find a home for all
who sleep and weep beneath an arch of bridge
in boxes stuffed with rags and grief,
I piled an extra fork of straw in stalls
and made a bed beneath the stairs for my two cats
to doze and dream.
Because I cannot find a way to hold
the wild-eyed owl, the black-soul timber wolf,
that live untamed beyond the pasture’s hill,
that crave the warmth of kill and mate,
I stroke the scar above your brow and love the deeper
those that mark your heart.
_________________________________________________________
JESSICA HERIOT
Folding Sheets
The evening sun
spotlights the terrace
across the courtyard.
as I watch a woman
fold sheets.
With practiced arm
she sweeps a sheet from the line
another sweep halves it.
She holds the sail aloft
points corner to corner
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