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Praise for Midsummer Count

“Robin Becker wonders within and across time for the stray phenomena of connection, crafting poems that make legible something vital but forgotten between us. Midsummer Count is a celebration of Becker’s extraordinary adeptness at drawing the unsung more dearly and clearly inside a sacred whole, and of her ongoing attunement to the daily mysteries that would bring us into greater communion with ourselves and with each other. Bless Robin Becker.”—GEFFREY DAVIS, author of One Wild Word Away: Poems

“As ‘the whole wrecked world/slides into tomorrow,’ Robin Becker’s art seeks beauty but does not look away from its opposite. Becker’s poems use memorable figuration (compassion is a horse, lies are carpenter bees), painterly detail, and psychological insight, infused with the poet’s inimitable warmth and wit. Truths about women’s lives (Muriel Rukeyser’s plea) shine like silver in this book.”—NATASHA SAJÉ, author of The Future Will Call You Something Else: Poems

“Robin Becker’s voice as a poet is unique. It is complex. There’s a rasp in it, but also a sweet viola. She is very American, and a world traveler. She addresses our speeding time and vast space with intelligence, passion, and nuance. She could eat ham on wry, except that she’s a Jew who celebrates ‘the sounds of Yiddish.’ Her poems are wonderfully full of animals, especially horses. Her family portraits are abloom with vitality and suffering—and humor, as in this one of her father as ‘the self-inventing Polish immigrant’s / son, transformed / by American tools into Errol Flynn.’ Tracking the glamour and ordinariness of queerness, she dreams herself ‘a handsome specimen in bright plumage / recognizable on the wing.’ You have to love a poet who says ‘Connecticut is a long / aquamarine word,’ and who is deeply aware that ‘Hands go to the heart to acknowledge / life as blessed.’ Reader, take this ride with Robin Becker’s career and be illuminated, enlivened, and enriched.”—ALICIA OSTRIKER, author of The Holy & Broken Bliss

“Robin Becker is one of our essential poets. She is a born storyteller, and in this legacy book she tells the story of her life, her heartbreaks along the way, increasing her heart-breaking powers. Yet her story does not end with her sorrows, for it is leavened by grace and love and the possibility of reaching beyond obstacles and fear to find, in life and in art, places of perfect affection.”—WESLEY MCNAIR, author of Late Wonders: New and Selected Poems

“For decades, and certainly since her Lambda Literary Award–winning All-American Girl, Robin Becker has inspired and instructed us on how to be the portrait of the artist as a Jewish woman, a lesbian, a sister, a daughter, a lover, a traveler, and a teacher of the craft of poetry. With grace and grit, the poems that span her career now reside together in one volume to magnify their mastery and thematic conversations over time.”—SANDRA YANNONE, author of The Glass Studio







Praise for Previous Books by Robin Becker


The Black Bear Inside Me


“These poems bear the richness of rural community—horses, dogs, fields, crops, flowers, neighbors—in their fullness of season, celebration, death, and grief. Their homespun appeal is located in a rural landscape populated with characters-as-comrades for whom the writer shows great affection and bonding … Becker’s unique gift is her generous attention to and comfort with the diversity of others—human and non-human, fauna and flora, music and dance, neighbor and family.”—RISA DENENBERG, The Rumpus


“Like Becker’s entire body of work, The Black Bear Inside Me is fundamentally about grieving and living on. Grief is both explicit and implicit, written and inferred. Becker mourns a science teacher who died at the age of ninety-eight in a beautiful elegy. The poem, dedicated to Maria D. Peters travels the world through natural history, ending with Peters’s father begging a Jewish scientist to leave Germany in 1935. In another poem, a mother is mourned in the ‘whir’ of a hummingbird.… Each poem maps the complex spaces of loss and memory, illuminating the vitality of loss in defining the human condition.”—JULIE ENZER, The Lambda Literary Review


Tiger Heron


“In this collection, beloved parents face illness and death; daughters grieve; friends, lovers, and cityscapes strain, crumble, and seek restoration; rescue dogs blend adoration with ingrained fear of brutal pasts; and rainforests and coral reefs sparkle with dying beauty. Becker’s vision of our relationships with each other and the natural world is complex, but the writing is limpid, sculpted. She never turns away from the ugliness and contradictions of the human experience, but gives hope through her willingness to let human suffering live on the same page as amazingly varied birds and reptiles.”—CATHERINE WALD, Friends Journal


Domain of Perfect Affection


“For thirty years, Robin Becker has been tracking a passion for something not fully manifest except in moments of uttering its name: perfect affection. Her tones may change dramatically from page to page. This is why with Becker, there are her poems, and then there are her books.… Her work is noted for its receptivity to the personal, an affectionate attention to the animal world, a long itinerary of locations, and engrossing uses of art and art history. The individual poems reveal her mastery of description, or irony, or form of address, or her unhesitant voicing of endearments, drifting states of mind, crisp assessments, and prickly or pleasant memory. But her books are built on a classic theme: the struggle to sustain the tension of a private, inner life.”—RON SLATE, Prairie Schooner


The Horse Fair


“Throughout this collection, Becker offers paeans to animals, lovers and family members; to the civic-minded friend who teaches her ‘the artfulness of love’s responsibilities’; and to the ‘unlovely’ basset hound, ‘legless as a walrus,’ that teaches her ‘to pursue my life with devotion.…’ This generous poet is never less than attentive and responsive to the world that surrounds her.”—CARMELA CIURARU, The New York Times


All-American Girl


“These are ambitious poems, firmly grounded in culture and concerned with the everyday struggle to make sense. Here we find a speaker grieving for her sister’s death, taking joy in lesbian love, and struggling with the complexities of her own Jewish heritage.… The task Becker has undertaken here seems to me to be the right one. How do various aspects of identity fuse on a personal and cultural level?”—SUSAN HUTTON, New England Review


“It is Becker’s undefendedness that makes this collection so strong and appealing. Whether acknowledging childhood privilege … or admitting her part in creating her own destiny … Becker’s direct, fluidly accessible lyric narratives move assuredly through even the most complex emotional terrain, living with the questions, letting us know that we are with a speaker we can trust.”—ALISON TOWNSEND, Women’s Review of Books


Giacometti’s Dog


“In poem after poem in Giacometti’s Dog, Robin Becker’s third book, there is a courage in the piercing details that keeps the work from flinching from feeling and avoids even a trace of self-indulgence. These poems, generous in their emotional and geographical range, speak in Becker’s voice about loss, guilt, erotic yearning, and the journey of the self toward the consolations of friendship, of love, of art.”—GAIL MAZUR, Ploughshares


Backtalk


“Becker is a visual writer, often turning her pen into a paint brush and her readers into museum-goers. I am reminded of Colette who both observes and participates with equal passion.…”—JEAN SEGALOFF, Off Our Backs
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MARY BURRITT CHRISTIANSEN POETRY SERIES


Hilda Raz, Series Editor


The Mary Burritt Christiansen Poetry Series publishes two to four books a year that engage and give voice to the realities of living, working, and experiencing the West and the Border as places and as metaphors. The purpose of the series is to expand access to, and the audience for, quality poetry, both single volumes and anthologies, that can be used for general reading as well as in classrooms.


Also available in the Mary Burritt Christiansen Poetry Series:


origin story: poems by Gary Jackson


a chronology of blood: poems by Teo Shannon


A Real Man Would Have a Gun: Poems by Stacey Waite


Dream of the Bird Tattoo: Poems and Sueñitos by Juan J. Morales


Unruly Tree: Poems by Leslie Ullman


A Walk with Frank O’Hara: Poems by Susan Aizenberg


Light of Wings: Poems by Sarah Kotchian


Trials and Tribulations of Dirty Shame, Oklahoma: And Other Prose Poems by Sy Hoahwah


A Guide to Tongue Tie Surgery: Poems by Tina Carlson


Point of Entry: Poems by Katherine DiBella Seluja


Suggest Paradise: Poems by Ray Gonzalez


For additional titles in the Mary Burritt Christiansen Poetry Series, please visit unmpress.com.
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For my beloved friends—


canine and human—


dead and living.
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Eating Greenland


This year Nina chose, for her birthday’s theme,

climate change. Dressed as a sperm whale,

one guest explained the melting ice sheet;

a costumed glacier reported on

the average eleven-degree rise in winter

temperatures. Nina’s sister brought

a birthday cake in the shape of Greenland,

the icy, snow-covered, central region

coated with whirled coconut shavings.

Immortal Jellyfish plunged a knife

into the cake, like a Cold War scientist

extracting a core of ancient ice for Camp

Century. Secret subsurface trenches hid

a nuclear reactor and dorms for soldiers

building missile sites. Should Russia strike.

In 1965, they abandoned the lab and its toxic

waste, beneath collapsing walls of melt. This year

we ate Greenland, piece after sparkling piece.









First COVID-19 Summer


Some of us are lucky. We can swim

in a lake. We can walk on a dirt road.

Some of us live on the ninth floor where air

recirculates and the city below

pounds on. In the heat. Some of us do not

leave our apartments. Sometimes, friends shop

for us or we go to the crowded store

anyway. Anyway, a person has

to eat. Some of us live alone and have

no money to shop anyway. Some of us

work in Pick-Up and Delivery for

the grocery. For auto parts. Some

of us work checkout in Walmart, where some

men don’t wear masks. Some of us are still

essential, though we don’t feel essential:

look at our hours, our paychecks, our kids.

Some of us are still delivering babies in Philadelphia.

Some of us are driving across the country

in rented campers with three kids and a dog

because we think the summer is our chance

to move before the world shuts down again.









Cabin, Long Island Sound, 2020


Connecticut is a long

aquamarine word, a slim

unspooling horizon line.

I’m flush with the sublime view—

rough inlet mapped by whitecaps,

lush cloudscape galloping past

this cottage, ringed with honey-

suckle vines that sugar the air

and sweeten the path through

serviceberry, chokecherry.

This poor year of illness—

quiet rooms, closed windows—

swells and empties with the wind

that rushes through the blue screen door.









Thirst


I thought I was finished with beauty,

having shed—given away, or sold—so much

and committed myself

to necessary objects only. Ready,

I thought, for the journey to simplicity,

to matters of the soul.

But when I saw a tiny reproduction

of Eleanor Ray’s Snowy Owl, 2020,

(6 ½ × 8 inches, oil on panel)

I had to have it—bone, eyes, turbulence,

appetite—little bird,

little hunger on the dune.









Fox on the Mowing


On the mowing’s rough contours of granite and lichen

the fox caught my scent. Behind his diamond-shaped

head trailed a long, scarlet body and white-tipped tail,

evolved to light the way for kits returning to the den.

In Werner Herzog’s film, a slim fox comes to the doomed

Tim Treadwell’s hand. Stroking the fox, he speaks

to the camera, his back to the bears and the misbegotten

calamity about to happen in the Alaskan woods.

The woods on either side of Harvey’s field enfold the dark

and hold the cries we hear each night as fox and owl

reclaim the place. Coyotes bark. In moonlight the screams

quicken the dog who sets his snout on the window frame.

I’ve read that a bright carpet of reflective cells

behind the retina brings light into his eyes, improving

vision in driving rain, at dusk. Films show the fox

airborne six feet, diving into a snowbank for a mouse.

Once you’ve seen him, you can’t not see him—

in the dog, for example, leaping to snatch a frisbee

from the air or wrapping his tail around his frame,

coiled tight to conserve his body heat.

The mowing, web of interdependencies, shelters

housecat and lynx, woman and bear. If you feel

you’re being watched, look at the scat at your feet for a clue

to who found a meal in the field and ran to the den

to consume it, before moonlight turned the field

into a palimpsest of vulnerability—

each exposed creature legible to the lone wolf

down from Canada and the apex predator with a gun.









Harvey Is Building His Casket


on two sawhorses in the busy nave

of the barn, and when I arrive to stash

my bike, he’s standing beside the box,

one hand resting on a long board. Biodegradable,

he says. For a green burial, untreated white pine

is the simplest, and these common nails—they’ll rust

and disintegrate pretty quickly. It’s almost done.

Pointing, he says, That’s the lid. I look around

at the bay of electrical supplies and machine parts,

dark coils of flexible pipe and retired chairs.

Harvey likes to have a project, especially

one that will save time and money

when his family may not be thinking clearly.

There was a guy in Alstead who used to charge

$300.00 for a box like this. Don’t know if he’s still at it.

Harvey excels at thinking clearly: applying

codes and regs for electricity and plumbing,

generating goodwill at the contentious beach

by spending a morning putting in a new dock

though it’s Pete-the-bully’s job.

The nesting wood thrush flies at the open barn doors

as if she, too, wants to examine Harvey’s casket.

I ask where it will go and he says somewhere

on the mowing. And, when he smiles,

I understand how he acquired four wives.

Well, I won’t be around, so that’ll be someone

else’s decision. He pauses and looks at me.

Because I love him and fear that talking

about death might draw it near; because

I long for the confidence that makes

death talk possible, I don’t ask how he felt

constructing the box. I point to the hayloft

and say, I hope you store it up there for a dozen years.

He pulls his suspenders, chuckling, Me too,

and already I’m regretting the locked box

inside me and these precious, wasted minutes.









The Well


This morning, in the Harrisville cemetery,

calm settles over stones and hills

where I walk in the old shade of white oaks

and sycamores with the young dog.

Beneath the peaceful surface, I sense

an undercurrent of fear—

of my government and my president,

of his State Department and his Joint Chiefs—

and beneath that, an underlying current

of sadness—for Judith and her bad diagnosis.

And beneath that sadness, the underlying

condition of gladness: as when the timid

dog finds his courage and jumps into Harrisville

Pond to retrieve a stick. And beneath that,

fury at the hatefulness aimed at protesters,

and fury at those who call the truth fake news.

Beneath the rage, an underlying

pleasure in the scent

of roasting fennel and tomatoes

simmering in the oven and pleasure

in cooking for my best friend and her son

and his new wife who will take pleasure

in walking uphill to my place for dinner.

Beneath these pleasures, the underlying

condition of loneliness shows up,

old colleague whose company I never

enjoyed but, with whom, nevertheless,

I shared an office. And beneath loneliness

the terror of uncertainty—

the not-knowing-what-will-come terror

that abides at the bottom of the well,

sloshing around when we drop the bucket

to pull up an underlying

gratitude for fresh, cold water.









The Sleeper


The new science will kiss you awake,

sleeping sister, with a tablet under the tongue

to stop your brain’s electrical plunge—

updated version of the story I tell myself today.

Fifty years ago you slept

blanketed beneath anticonvulsants.

The doctors said you would outgrow

the seizures, but they drugged you

out of your life. You slept them off

in your pink room, eyelids fluttering

before you conked out. I wore your terror

like a mirrored shirt. You wore the little

sister’s longing for my good opinion.

Mine, I shouted into the pantry, Give her back

to me, but you already belonged to Dilantin

and Mebaral and to our mother who took you

downtown, where the neurology tech hooked

you up for your EEG. At home you slept.

I remember how you would stop

speaking and turn away—

your child’s mouth open, eyes flat.

Come back. I knew not to touch you,

but in my big-sister brain I imagined

a magic carpet on which you could float

protected, while I waited for you:

my baby sister stranded; and I, helpless.

For years, I studied your face for a clue

to the place you went. I knew not

to ask what you saw there.

They used to think a devil lived

inside San Severino’s fifteenth-century woman

and in Raphael’s painting of the boy

who looks up to Jesus in The Transformation

as the evil spirits fly from his mouth.

At six I stood on a chair

to read the prescribing information

in the bag with the pills that took

you away from me. Sometimes

they could barely rouse you. In winter,

your snowsuit and socks and boots

dried by the radiator while you slept

on the sofa, and I went out to play

in the snowstorm. To learn to take

a snowball to my neck and hurl one

into another kid’s head. To hit and

get hit in return. To turn hard

like the tough boys taking aim

on the ice, their lips and fingers blue.









The Hardiness Zone


When I heard my mother weeping

in her room, I climbed from bed and stood

by hers. I felt the dread before she said

your sister, meaning the absence seizures

that took her, tiny seedling, away from me,

to the brain-machine lab, where wires in her scalp

recorded my sister’s errant brain waves.

I held my mother’s hands. She cried

until she heard my father’s car and said, Go back

to bed. I don’t want him to see us here.

My mother’s fear and lonesomeness took root,

but I learned to cut the tender slips,

go dormant, toughen up, become frost-hardy, fit.









Keds


My mother believed in quality shoes

made on proper lasts of long-wearing

materials, sewn not glued. With H. Cantor,

co-owner of Sobel & Cantor, Philadelphia’s

high-end store, she had this in common.

In 1955, he knelt to fit the metal Brannock’s

right and left heel cups to our small feet.

Who knew Harold had organized a union?

Served as president of Retail Workers, Local 114?

We knew he favored stiff oxfords. He shook

his head when I pointed to the All-Star,

red, high tops. Instead, I got the girls’ Keds,

a summer concession to the school-year

saddle shoes. My mother liked the men

at Sobel & Cantor’s who wore bow ties and

spoke softly, carrying towers of shoeboxes,

like librarians bringing books from the stacks

with a sweet predictability. At home, my father cast

off shirt and shoes. When he screamed, mother

gripped the banister. Anything could set him off

in the booby-trapped house, where I might

plunge through a chair with loosened bolts,

pick up my humiliation with my limbs

and later, ambushed, get soaked when

a pail of water drops from my bedroom door.









In Compassion’s Arms


Unjust the hierarchies

of that house in the blue world—

troubled sister cycling out

of control, cruel Father-tyrant.

Mother, I turned to the blue

world with its strangers, I turned,

forgive me, to take my chance

on arcing shoots turning spring

around trouble, as is the way of the world.

I came to Compassion’s house

ringed with florets on thin stems

where Empathy lives, and

Compassion took me

into her arms, for it is in her

to circle March and April and

May with rain and kindness.

Empathy invited my sister’s

ghost inside, and there

in the blue world turning

the nature of things,

I saw my unfinished sisterhood

in my turning away from her

and in my turning from forgiveness

and patience,

to assign blame.

In Compassion’s arms

I saw how we made our escapes

each with her Hydra-headed troubles,

now stars of the serpent

constellation—illness, despair, suicide—

tracing my sister’s story

which had always been mine.









Affairs in Order


The paperwork of course, not to mention

my lair of sweaters and shoes and properly

filed old love affairs; who will categorize

my pledges and flights? Moreover, who will care?

Ledges of books and snares, the mean quip

I can’t retract, the bad choice to move or worse

to stay. Sort my options or export them to my heir?

The Life-Changing Magic of Tidying Up can’t archive

the den’s despairs or the attic’s regrets.

Today from the menu of durable powers

I choose a trustee for death’s venue. So much

to do in the wacky hours that shrink and stretch—

the late, cartoon decades of joint replacement

to fight decline, refute diminishing time.









UPS


Because it’s too late for a long marriage,

I’m considering a short one

to the UPS driver in brown shorts

with a pencil parked behind her ear.

I know she likes me by the way

she takes a granola bar from my hand,

shouting “hey, thanks,” as she runs

to the brown box of her truck.

I think she’d like to have coffee, talk

about her childhood, her favorite books

and movies, her vacation in P-town.

But with the requirement to stay

on schedule, make only right turns,

check oil levels and tire

pressure, she’s postponed her love life.

She needs a lot of space

to come and go so I don’t

try to stop her when she flies into

the driver’s seat. In fact, I’ve parked my car

for both of us to make quick getaways.

I think we’d be a good match, with her

excellent customer relations skills,

and my respect for her ability

to lift seventy pounds unassisted.

Even a short marriage presents

certain challenges. My friend Harry says

a good marriage means one person is sleeping

in a room that’s too hot, while the other
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