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Obsessions
 A Poetry Compilation


Introduction

The pages that follow are graced by the work of nine poets I had the honor and pleasure of facilitating a six-month course on the crafting of chapbooks offered through Maine Media Workshops and College in 2020. Though the course was entirely online because of the pandemic, it proved to be equally as powerful as in-person—perhaps more so—because it provided a much-needed, life-affirming space to create art despite the chaos engulfing the world

at the time.

Early in the course, I shared with them the notion that every poet is figuratively writing one poem all their life, meaning that a poet’s body of work is informed by a unique obsession that has taken hold of them. As such, every poem is an attempt to investigate that obsession, to decipher some part of it, only to devise new questions about it, over and over again. Getting in touch with that obsession is key to finding one’s voice and life’s work as a poet.

These poets took that notion to heart and dove deeply and fearlessly into their obsessions. Their work expanded and flourished. What’s more, in sharing their obsessions they bonded and became more intimate, insightful readers of each other’s poems. They became obsessed with each other, so to speak. Two years since that course, they have continuously held monthly workshops together, resulting in these powerful, evocative poems before you. I congratulate them with humble gratitude for seeing all I wished for them to see in themselves, in their obsessions.

—Richard Blanco




John Paul Caponigro


Fishing

The sea only seems empty

because I am not in it,

ungilled, my body’s no submarine, so

I plunge the lateral line of my emotions deep,

cast the nets of my mind wide, and

start dragging. Unsure,

what hook to bait, which line to use or

if it will break, but if not if

anything or nothing will come up and

no matter what I cast out,

what it will return to will not

be the same.




Rising

One sun in the sky,

a million stars upon the ocean.

Golden hours grow,

scorching eternity.

Ice loses its resolve

in uncountable drips and unstoppable drops.

Clouds make heavier descents;

winds multiply, coursing waves into new collisions.

Tides rise more, fall less,

even the great currents shift.

Mountains shrink from view, so

terrestrial becomes submarine.

Everything’s moving into everything else.

Is this one great union or some abyss of chaos?

Memory’s lost surface tempts us to

hope, this was all a mirage.




It’s Raining Birds

It’s raining birds. Nose-diving mid-flight, they’re just falling out of the sky and hitting the ground. Their tiny songs are snapped from their necks and broken from their beaks. Flycatchers, swallows and warblers—no more. Reduced to feathers and bones with too little muscle and fat. They flew until they couldn’t fly any more.

Rerouted from the tundra—from melting Alaska and defrosting Canada—diverted off the fertile coasts of Washington, Oregon, and California now full of fire, over the too-thin-to-live Chihuahuan

Desert, with too little touchdown and too little refueling, they never landed in their Central and South American wintering grounds. Grounded too soon, they became grounded permanently. Migration became starvation.

The evidence is just sitting here, piling up at our feet. Soon we won’t be able to walk through all of our trespasses. One by one, drop by drop, in hundreds, in thousands, in hundreds of thousands, the sea of birds joins the ocean of the dead—three billion full in fifty years and counting…






Chrystena Hahn


Not the End

Poetry Master said,

There are many ways to die.

I did not die from the cancer;

I learned one way I might perish.

Atropos will determine

when and how

to cut the threads of my life.

When she arrives

I yearn to smile fearlessly,

to imagine driving on Belfast Road

autumnal trees—

verdigris and spruce,

orange, gold, vermilion—

cradling me,

to expect that, finally,

the hill that kisses the clouds

will have no other side,

will take me to the cosmos.




Parker’s Piece

(for Stephen)

Absence of tending others’ needs

leaves me brittle with the sensation

that I am the remainder

in a domestic subtraction problem.

Then, the cachet of your stint

teaching Wordsworth at Cambridge

pierces the notion that I am needed

at home, residual. You ask me to come.

Skittish traveling alone, I endure

the long night’s journey to London,

the bus through hamlets, long highways,

to arrive at Parker’s Piece.

You find me walking to the flat

on Midsummer Green. In your smile

I know again the breathless early years.

You want to inhabit this space together. I soften.

Climbing the steps to the second floor,

excited as a new bride, we inspect the rooms together,

then cross the green where community cattle graze

to a pub on the River Cam.

Exhausted, we return and go to bed.

I listen as you tell me about the owls—

especially the one whose whoosh and deep hoot

leads the parliament.

The cool of night overcomes.

Nestled into you,

I sleep the sleep of one protected,

learn again to be your wife.




Trip to the Underworld

Dreaming, I become Virgil,

can cross to the other side

of the roiling river.

My long-dead father

tells me to go find my mother,

but when I get to her,

she looks at me in horror:

Get back! she commands.

Lethe has not let her forget.

My mother lived

much of her life in fear of loss.

When we were young, she’d pull

my sisters and me close

as she sat away from windows

during thunderstorms,

troubled even as the tempest

had just begun to brew.

If my father were late from work

She would stand at the window

wearing the harrowed look of a widow

till she heard his car pull up.

This intensified as she grew old.

When it rained hard, she feared inundation.

If it snowed, she pushed the storm door

back and forth creating something of a path

so sure she was of being trapped.

I have missed her since her death.

I never could shield her

as she protected me.

Still, I am relieved she is gone

and does not live in this world

where fear of loss paralyzes love.






Christine Terp Madsen


Tall Pines

Spires pierce the sky,

Taller than the cathedral,

Taller than the jets can fly,

Or so it seemed.

Clouds pierce the sky,

And send puffs of smoke

To the silent ground

Or so it seemed.

Bluets pierce the ground

Small bursts of blue and white

With a ring of gold

Or so it seemed.

Hidden birds pierce the air

Their calls a mystery

To all who listen

Or so it seemed.

I stood among the pines,

Alone with them, the bluets,

The clouds, the birds,

Or so it seemed.

Fifty years have passed

Since I stood there.

They must still exist

Or so it seems.




To My Sister About Her Daughter

At the birth of your first child

Your face changed before my eyes.

Before you held your daughter,

you saw oceans of possibility in her eyes,

the world in the light beyond the stars.

Your blood races through her.

We are all mostly memory with a bit of blood thrown in.

When you were three years old and I was five we rode a float in the sea,

my hair in pigtails yours in blond ringlets, giggling in the waves

at Aunt Rik’s on Long Island—I can remember her laughing.

When your daughter was three her hair in blond ringlets

she threw herself at me in the shallow ocean waves,

daring me to catch her—I caught my breath first, thinking she was you.

We are all mostly memory with a bit of blood thrown in.

Memory moves us from one day to the next,

keeps our feet moving forward, our minds looking backward,

our hands clasped together.

You move with authority across the tennis courts,

all legs and arms in six different directions,

your shots as sure as the next ocean wave.

Jen ran to catch you, pirouetting between points.

She combined her repertoire into a fluid, unstoppable motion

When she shone as a lacrosse player.

We are all mostly memory with a bit of blood thrown in.




Detritus Floats

Jetsam is a shortening of jettison

There is no shortening of moving.

It is all work, from start to finish.

You have to attach buoys to everything,

Make them ligan,, to find them again after the move.

The boxes multiply, the bubble wrap consumes,

the newspaper, once a dread to recycle, grows scarce,

and detritus floats. (Not from rocks, but from life.)

Spiral notebooks and unspiralled tape measures,

paper clips and nail clippers. It clogs the air

swimming in lazy circles around my eyes.

It can’t be boxes, it can’t be gathered.

It is amorphous, it is spiritless.

It is loose buttons and loose change,

forgotten greeting cards and last year’s calendar.

I focus on your card, you who I no longer love,

and will it from my sight. It falls into the abyss.






Shawne McCord


A Swelling Mass

I feel a wet tear,

perched

on my bottom eyelid,

cradling the ache:

a branch, wildly ripped off

my sturdy trunk,

whose open

wound is no longer

raw and exposed,

but lightly weathered,

soft and gray.

A swelling mass

on the verge of falling.

But no,

I blink three times.

Disperse,

dissipate,

dissolve.

And the ache?

Like the living

blind roots burrowing below,

seeking sustenance from

composted,

compacted,

composed

earthy matter,

it twists, in a slow,

unpredictable dance,

as it edges toward

a once embolden boulder

that rumbled with

mammoth ice bergs,

now together

encapsulated

enclosed,

encased

in rich matter.

A buried ache,

surfacing, again,

a droplet swelling

on my eyelid.




Summer Summons

I.

Go, turn over the leaf,

Uncover breath and earthworms,

Inhale levity, exhale.

II.

Stretch arms toward the rain,

Let droplets meet facial freckles,

Soak up random gifts.

III.

Curve slightly, as feather

Do si dos down, before toes.

Possibilities.

IV.

Dance like flames ignite,

Sizzling scenarios,

Emanating warmth.

V.

Go, turn over a leaf,

Uncover breath and earthworms,

Inhale, exhale.


Letter to my First Daughter

You entered this world when the moon

was a sliver. A simple sliver, bright on an August night.

No birth is simple though, so let’s leave simplicity to the moon.

Take a woman, your mother, me, in a mental stew of studies, juggling

childhood

philosophy, theory, and technique with ease. Take this same woman,

your mother, me,

with no knowledge of how to love a brand new baby.

Now, add a midwife, my expert other, to my bulbous side, as I waddle

around and around a sports field. Now add your faithful father,

nervously navigating the highway to the hospital, as my guttural moans

penetrated his concentration. As the doors slide open, I am instructed to

lie on the stretcher (because that’s the law). This caused electrical shocks

to reverberate through me, all of me. So I refused this law and order.
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