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Praise for


This Far


POEMS


“Anchored by the grace she discovers in nature, in fine painting, in her God, and even in the ‘sound of cows munching,’ O’Toole’s exquisite poems explore the universe of beauty and of loss. Her ironies, derived from this combination, often cut close to the bone. The death of a parent, of a spouse, of a favorite poet stand next to the mystery of the snowy owl, the heritage of garlic’s sizzle in the pan, and her mother’s yellowed wedding gown. ‘My memory’s the vessel,’ she writes. And as the Psalmist says, her tongue is the pen.”


—Jill Peláez-Baumgaertner,


poetry editor of The Christian Century and author of What Cannot be Fixed


“Kathleen O’Toole’s visionary poems explore the boundaries between light and dark, past and present, life and death. For example, in describing a woman crossing over into the next life, the poet says: ‘I picture a great blue heron on a rock beside a stream, /spreading its full wingspan as if it would lift off, /as if it were opening its being to the sun’s light.’ We are blessed to have Kathleen O’Toole among us.”


—Michael Simms,


founder/editor of Vox Populi and Autumn House Press


“Lyric poetic sequences collapse present and past into distinct charged moments, exploring tenderness and grief, the holiness of craft, the mysteries of art and prayer, the necessity of bearing witness to human violence and injustice, the disruptions of nature that changes in climate bring. These poems invite us to see our world more vividly and to respond actively to what we see—with compassion and with praise.”


—Kathleen Staudt,


author of Good Places: Poems and Waving Back: Poems of Mothering Life


“In This Far, Kathleen O’Toole proves that she is not only a master of poetic form, but a seasoned pilgrim whom we can trust. There is so much to admire in her lines, which deserve to be read and reread as she brings the lyrical, the elegiac, and the celebratory to life. Her poems are a treasure trove, waiting to feed us with delight, and, even more, to change us.”


—Paul Mariani,


author of Epitaphs for the Journey: New, Selected, and Revised Poems and The Mystery of It All: The Vocation of Poetry in the Twilight of Modernism
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INTRODUCTION


having come this far


alive at fifty-five


the morning star


The convergence of the past with an immediate present and a glimpse of the immanent future, is captured in this haiku by American haiku master Nick Virgilio. His haiku, which inspired the title poem in This Far, may well suggest a unifying principle for this collection: the cohabitation, in a moment of heightened attention or artistic creation, of other “time zones” in the life of the artist.


Perhaps music might offer another way of understanding the coherence and architecture of This Far. As I gathered these poems—the harvest of one season of life and writing (a decade later than Virgilio’s haiku)—they seemed to flow together like linked movements in a musical composition. Thus, I began to think of them as suites of poems whose preoccupations or leitmotifs are related. In one movement: grief and the impulse to honor the “saints” in my personal and creative life. In another: the sacramental power of works of art and the natural world to illuminate life and loss. Finally, poems born of opposing, but not mutually exclusive impulses: the desire to practice monastic silence and contemplation, and the urge to bear witness. I hope that the variety of forms in which these poems arrived, and their shifting elegiac, lyric, or narrative ambitions, are held together by a single voice and consciousness, much as a conductor guides an orchestra.


I trust the reader might find among the natural crescendos of loss and unexpected grace, some familiar chords: a delve into the natural and aesthetic worlds for insight or consolation, an interrogation of inherited truths in the light of crises facing the earth and our human communities, the residue of stories and questions overheard that begged to be transcribed, or further amplified in the telling.


In the end, think of these poems as stones, marking the circuits of one poet’s pilgrimage. This Far—an offering of solidarity, an invitation to journey.




Mindful


The moment, fleeting as a nuthatch


that alighted on the flowerbox at breakfast,


the lichen-green hummingbird grazing


the impatiens at noon. I toss them


blueberry pits, bread crumbs. This


moment, before a car bomb is planted


beside a schoolyard in Basra,


a swarm of locusts about to alight


on precious maize in Niger. Nuthatch


and nutcracker engineer whole piñón


forests, one seed cache at a time.


The hummingbird’s tongue is longer


than its head and beak, longer


than it needs to extract the dusky


pollen at the petunia’s throat.


Samsara’s in every in-breath, each


shutter click of attention: first warning


signs of famine, children lining up


for the soldiers’ candy, wolf lichen


in a gash on the ponderosa’s downed limb.
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I


Their Voices




Medium


In the valley a red-winged blackbird’s call


echoes the keening wind of March. Solo,


atop a utility pole, then a lodgepole pine,


he peddles his sharp, insistent cry. His head


swivels, and I imagine he’s following me,


separated from his circle of call and response.


I’m hoping for a medium—four months


and I still can’t conjure your voice. The first


weeks after you died, a lone robin visited


my back yard daily. Your grandson found him


oddly friendly, so I would interrogate him:


shape shifter, robbery suspect, your envoy?


You wanted to “go out singing” so why not


return as a robin, the breed your bird-loving


mother Madelyn loved? I loved his singing,


distinct in the dawn chorus, serenading me


at dusk. But even his aria did not unlock


your boisterous baritone from memory. Nor


did you come to me in a dream. So I turned


to beer and baseball, cheered the Phillies’ early


season success, watched their sluggers stumble,


even took in the All-Star Game, in your beat-up


recliner no less. No dice; no word.


    So I’m back


to birds. I’ve deciphered a lark’s duet


with a twenty-nine-bell carillon in Bruges,


queried a jackdaw on a Brussels balcony,


expecting a message from you. Then today,


the iridescent flash of a stellar’s jay


interrupted my lunchtime reverie. He hops,


squawks, and I hear: What of this beauty


would I not steal for you—this sky,


the sun, my cobalt brilliance into your joy.


Only that’s not your voice, at least not


any voice I’d recognize as yours. Don’t


tell me this obsession with song is your gift—


that Jungian saw about receiving your life’s


errand from the other-gendered parent. If so,


what did I miss in hearing only the sports


announcer’s voice, that voice more rehearsed


for show tunes and audiences (Something familiar,


something peculiar, something for everybody …)


than for poetry?


I can still see you


in your last hospital room, my book of poetry


in your hands, curious about the origins,


probing obscurities. You did love the baseball


poem, the one I dedicated to you, but I had to


explain: it was your voice I’d channeled.




Reliquary


Bronze and alabaster, filigreed chests and chalices,


boxes and cruciform vessels crafted to contain:


the tooth of Mary Magdalen


John the Baptist’s jawbone


a thorn from the Crucifixion crown.


My favorite: carved marble from Syria


enclosing a sliver of St. Baudine’s bone, its libation opening


like a tiny Holy Water font, invites the tender to pour


oil or water through the ark, the faithful to anoint


or bless themselves with liquid that has touched


the holy saint’s remains.


I carry my father’s First Communion photo


tied with a blue silk ribbon, in my journal:


a slight boy in white shorts and stockings, gazing


at the camera with such intense reverence, rosary beads
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