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Advance Praise for Poetry Will Save Your Life

“This is the only book you will ever need on poetry. It tells you not only how to read poetry, but why to read it, lovingly illustrated by portraits from Bialosky’s life so intimate that every passage feels like a private gift, tenderly crafted for the reader’s memory, to be cherished for years to come.”

—Hope Jahren, author of Lab Girl

“Poetry Will Save Your Life is one of the most moving memoirs I’ve ever read, but it’s so much more. Bialosky does something miraculous: as she shares stories from her life, she shows how specific poems can help all of us make sense of our own lives and the world. Here are classic and contemporary poems that help us see and hear one another more clearly; that speak to us in times of loss and grief; that guide us through our every days. If you’ve always loved poetry, this book will captivate you. And if you want to love poetry, then this book will open worlds. Poetry Will Save Your Life is itself a life-saving book.”

—Will Schwalbe, author of The End of Your Life Book Club and Books for Living

“Poetry Will Save Your Life is a remarkable and compulsively readable book, one that combines the poignant moments of lived life and the reflected life of words in a wholly original way. Jill Bialosky writes with as much pristine skill about her personal story as she writes about the poems that nurtured and inspired her. The intersection of art and life has rarely been so vividly rendered.”

—Daphne Merkin, author of This Close to Happy

“This charming and captivating book ties each moment of the author’s development to the transformative verses she read. She allows these poems to organize her deliberate candor about a complex and compelling life.”

—Andrew Solomon, author of Far from the Tree

“Jill Bialosky writes with a sincerity that would have made Dickinson herself weep. She fights to keep poetry from being lofty and academic; she takes it out of the clouds and brings [it] down to earth. Having an expert guide you to a subject with the humility and enthusiasm of a beginner is as moving as her prose, in which she reminds us that she has also been a woman who needed saving, and poetry swept in and gave her back a pulse. She achieves something remarkable in that it feels as though she is revealing herself for our sake, the readers: basically, what all the best poetry strives for.”

—Mary-Louise Parker, author of Dear Mr. You

“Empathic, wise, humane, and consoling, Poetry Will Save Your Life is an engrossing celebration of poetry for any curious reader. Bialosky tells us about the poems that have kept her company over the years—and along the way, she joyfully illuminates both poetry and life itself.”

—Meghan O’Rourke, author of The Long Goodbye



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.



Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





[image: Image]



For my mother, Iris Yvonne Bialosky


What is poetry which does not save Nations or people?

—from “Dedication” by Czesław Miłosz



PREFACE

I fell in love with poetry when my fourth grade teacher, Miss Hudson, read us Robert Frost’s “The Road Not Taken.” I’ve memorized that poem, and often, when I’m at a crossroads—both literally and metaphorically—the lines come to me. Since then, other poems have become guideposts. When it begins to snow, I think of Wallace Stevens and “The Snow Man” and the line “one must have a mind of winter.” I’ve said that line frequently enough in my head that it has become a part of me. When I’m slightly down or feeling overlooked, I think of Emily Dickinson’s “I’m Nobody” and smile at my lapse into self-pity. When I’m perplexed by how someone has behaved, I remember T. S. Eliot’s “humankind cannot bear very much reality.” When I’m suffering a loss or heartbreak, I think of Elizabeth Bishop’s “The art of losing isn’t hard to master,” and its sly irony makes me feel less alone.

Stand by a window at night on the middle floor of a high-rise in an urban city and watch the lights go on and off in the apartment buildings across the street. Each building contains a set of mini compartments, and in each compartment resides a person . . . or perhaps a man and a woman, or college roommates. A family with young children. Or an elderly person and her aide. A pair of lovers. Some of the windows are easier to see through and others are more opaque. In each small compartment, people tend to their daily rituals. They make love, drink, eat, and sleep. Curled into the cushions on a couch, they cry from bereavement or a broken heart. Or out of loneliness. Sometimes, on a hot day when the windows are open, you can hear strangers arguing or laughing. In these rooms, babies are conceived; people get sick and even die; someone might take his own life. Imagine in each of these small spaces, poems are taking shape, poems written from the experiences that occur inside and outside those rooms. Experiences that are both common and unique and a part of everyday living. Poems are made from the lives lived, borne out of experiences and shaped by solitary thought. Like a map to an unknown city, a poem might lead you toward an otherwise unreachable experience; but once you’ve reached it, you recognize it immediately.

For years I’ve flagged poems in individual volumes or anthologies with paper clips and Post-its. I have xeroxed poems and stuck them on my refrigerator or on bulletin boards. I have collected poems as someone else might collect stamps or coins or works of art—amazed by the many human experiences, large and small, that find their meeting place in poems. Poetry has given me more sustenance, meaning, joy, and consolation than I could hope for in this life, and in return, it is my hope that this book might open the door to poetry for others. My method is to offer some of the poems that found me along certain crucial moments in my coming of age, or poems that later brought back a particular memory or experience to locate the ways in which poems document the mental and emotional, conscious and unconscious processes that lie underneath the everyday actions of men and women.

Poems are composed of our own language disordered, reconfigured, reimagined, and compressed in ways that offer a heightened sense of reality and embrace a common humanity. A poem, in fact, possesses a consciousness, the consciousness of the maker, and I have found that in that sense, a poem in its condensed form casts its own light on the ways in which we live in the world.

How did I fall in love with poetry? As a young girl living in the wake of my father’s early death, I was desperate for tenderness and love. Poems were a source of comfort, once I discovered them. I was aware that another person had spent time writing them, and I felt that they were an act of generosity and devotion to other human beings, to other readers. I found love and tenderness in certain poems, in others cruelty and brutality—no matter what they took as their subjects. And I felt, in a strange way, that poetry saved me from the less interesting, emptier life I’d have lived had I not discovered it.

Poems are a form of mythmaking, as they seek to create a unified vision of cosmic, social, and primal life order. Because of their compact and compressed form, they are immediate and intimate. A poem enters the reader or listener, inhabits her, so that its meaning is, in a sense, superfluous to the experience of encountering it. This memoir is also a form of mythmaking, for experiences are heightened, altered, and shaped by the form in which they are told. Poetry Will Save Your Life is not a full telling of a life, nor can a memoir ever be such. Oxford describes a memoir as “a historical account or biography written from personal knowledge or special sources.” My sources are poems, and the poems I present provide—to a certain extent—a window into my way of thinking and associating. Such is the mystery and wonder of a poem. This book might have collected a hundred poems, or a thousand poems. The possibilities are infinite. Like viewing an album of photographs, I can chart my history by the poems I’ve chosen to write about, remembering exactly when and where I first came upon it and what it meant to me then and means to me now.

But I have also shaped this book with the clear awareness that a poem doesn’t just have one life or one influence on a single life—like mine—however lasting. It also has an afterlife. That after-existence in the memory of the reader can be intellectually, analytically, even technically focused, while still preserving the integrity and wonder of the first encounter. And so I have organized this book to try to suggest both existences in my mind and my memory because, in the end, both are necessary to honor the art.



DISCOVERY

THE ROAD NOT TAKEN

Robert Frost

I am a child sitting in my wooden flip-top desk in my fourth grade classroom listening to Miss Hudson read Robert Frost’s poem “The Road Not Taken,” a poem about two paths and a crossroad. Miss Hudson is in love with literature. She reads aloud to the class, gesturing madly with her arms as she recites the verse, revealing the sweat rings on her dress underneath her armpits, saliva forming in the corner of her mouth. I look at my classmates sitting in identical desks, the sunlight showing the ink stains, carved initials, and cracks in the wood. One girl is tall and big with a beautiful face and curly white hair. Another has skinny legs and wears knee-high socks. Another girl is the class bombshell. The boy in the back row has a “Vote for Kennedy” button pinned on his peacoat. I imagine my classmates lead perfect lives with perfect families. Are they equally mesmerized? My face is round and my hair is cut short around my face, bangs held back with a bobby pin. I am an awkward, uncomfortable child, ill at ease among others. The humiliations are growing: I’m embarrassed at how ridiculous I look in the short, blue, one-piece gym suit. I worry I’ll stumble in my attempt to straddle the horse in gym class, or that I’ll be picked last for Capture the Flag. I am embarrassed by the agonizing weigh-ins. In music class I dread having to sing scales aloud and hitting the wrong note. I can barely keep my chin up or will myself not to blush when I’m called on. And then Miss Hudson reads us this poem and I’m transfixed.

THE ROAD NOT TAKEN

Robert Frost (1874–1963)

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,

And sorry I could not travel both

And be one traveler, long I stood

And looked down one as far as I could

To where it bent in the undergrowth;

Then took the other, as just as fair,

And having perhaps the better claim,

Because it was grassy and wanted wear;

Though as for that the passing there

Had worn them really about the same,

And both that morning equally lay

In leaves no step had trodden black.

Oh, I kept the first for another day!

Yet knowing how way leads on to way,

I doubted if I should ever come back.

I shall be telling this with a sigh

Somewhere ages and ages hence:

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—

I took the one less traveled by,

And that has made all the difference.

My father died when I was two. He suffered a heart attack while bowling in a couples’ league at the local alley. Once, I thought it was playing basketball. The stories morph into their own memory and shape. I imagine him thrusting the bowling ball up against his chest, cradling it, letting it go, the ball spinning down the aisle, knocking down all the pins, and then, in an instant, all the lights go out. I cannot imagine any further. At night, I lie in my bed and think about my father, as if to will him into memory from the pictures my mother keeps in a photo album. When I look at his face in the photos I try to find mine in it. Do I have his eyes, his mouth, his intellect? I know I don’t possess his athletic prowess. My mother is a young widow with three children under the age of three. There is no language in my home or my sheltered suburban world to help me understand why that one event marked my life.

As a young girl, I read my own story in “The Road Not Taken.” There are two roads one might travel: The road where families are whole and not broken, and fathers don’t die young, and mothers are happy—where everything seems to fit together like pieces in a puzzle; and the road I travel, which is crooked and not quite right, with bumps along the way. I know it is important I choose the right course. I struggle in math and science. Reading books has already trumped all else, and through Frost I discover a language where words are organized to convey feeling and meaning. The clear voice of the poet comes through the mouth of Miss Hudson. The voice is intimate and commanding and through the verse’s descriptive powers, I read my own experience in its narrative. In essence, I intuit the poet in solitary thought and take to the richness and layers of meaning hunkered in the words.

My father’s early death separates me from my peers who I presume have not experienced an early loss, who have not borne witness to sorrow in a house—a mother grieving, a world torn apart by tragedy. Though of course they too must have suffered their own private losses and tragedies. A child always thinks she is alone in her sorrow. In our small circle of family and friends, we are known as my mother’s poor daughters. Tragedy makes us self-conscious. When we enter a room people stare. I wonder if our faces are somehow marked by our father’s death in a way I can’t see. If only someone would talk about what’s happened to us, but fear keeps conversation at bay. Tragedy is a hush-hush topic, something nice people don’t discuss.

When Miss Hudson recites “The Road Not Taken,” I form a picture in my mind of two roads diverging. One road is worn and tended and it is evident it is the road most traveled. The other—overgrown, shaded, and magical—calls out to me. If I travel it, what life might I discover? There’s more than one way and suddenly I’m included. I belong.



Reading the Frost poem as an adult, I experience its meaning differently. Frost might have intended for the tone of the last stanza to be ironic (“I shall be telling this with a sigh”). Perhaps the implication is that the two roads were in actuality “really about the same,” that they “equally lay / In leaves no step had trodden black,” and that choosing one rather than the other was an impulsive, casual decision made simply because the road taken had “perhaps the better claim.”

I attend a lecture where a poet references “The Road Not Taken.” He reads it as a poem about depression and mental illness, and in the lines “leaves no step had trodden black” and the doubtful “if I should ever come back,” he infers the fear that Frost, or the poem’s speaker, might never emerge from his depressive state. And Frost can be darkly droll. An undercurrent runs through his seemingly wholesome verse, and juxtaposing the dark undercurrent with accessible, everyday language gives his work potency. In “Death of the Hired Man” he writes, “Home is the place where, when you have to go there, / They have to take you in.”

A poem’s meaning alters by the associations, insights, and experience we bring to it. We may respond to the poem for meaning, or because we fall under the spell of its musicality and end rhymes, or because we are drawn to the poem’s sense of irony and wit, or its visual imagery. A poem can do many things at once. Like “The Road Not Taken,” it can challenge the reader intellectually, spiritually, and emotionally. It can validate our experiences or cause us to question our beliefs. Robert Frost wrote that “poetry is when an emotion has found its thought and the thought has found words.”



DANGER

WE REAL COOL

Gwendolyn Brooks

RICHARD CORY

Edwin Arlington Robinson

One day, a new girl moves into the house behind mine. I’ll call her Marie. She has blond hair and dark-brown, sensitive eyes. She hears me in the backyard bouncing my rubber ball against the tarred pavement of our driveway and wanders over. We become best friends. Every day after school, she comes to my house or I go to hers. In the summer we draw hopscotch boards on the pavement with chalk or jump rope to playground jingles. “Miss Mary Mack” is our favorite. In the winter we huddle in her bedroom or mine and play with our Barbie dolls, imitating the seductive world of adults. Sometimes we go into the clubhouse behind her house and show each other our flat chests wondering when we’ll get bumps.

Years before, her mother suffered a stroke and became paralyzed on one side of her body and ever since has been in a wheelchair. When I go over to Marie’s house, her mother greets us warmly and with her one useful arm prepares peanut butter sandwiches and glasses of cold milk for us in the kitchen. It is as if she has waited all day for her daughter to come home and she wheels her chair up to the table and sits with us while we eat our sandwiches. We tell her about our day at school while their rambunctious dog yaps at our heels. Her father is rarely home.

We are in sixth grade when the curtain of our innocence drops. Marie’s mother dies suddenly. Before we have a chance to process the loss, her father remarries (how can this happen so fast—yet it does) and they move miles away to another suburb, forty-five minutes from mine. One day Marie calls and invites me for a sleepover. I haven’t seen her in over a year, an interval in which both of us have grown from young girls to adolescents. My mother pulls up on the driveway of Marie’s new house to drop me off, and I have butterflies in my stomach. Marie runs out of the house to greet me. In the year since I have seen her, she has grown beautiful, and her face has taken on complexity. Her hair is long down her back and she wears a peasant blouse, blue jean cut-offs, and hippie lace-up sandals. To me, who is uncomfortable with her own body, she seems the most perfect being, her golden skin glowing in the hot sun, and I am enchanted by her all over again. She grabs my hand and within minutes it is as if no time has passed.

Her father and stepmother are out for dinner, and we have the entire house to ourselves. She doesn’t like her stepmother. She puts her finger in her mouth and makes gagging noises. She asks if I want a cigarette, opens a drawer in the kitchen, takes out a pack of her stepmother’s Virginia Slims from the carton there, and lights one. I have never smoked a cigarette. Just as we’re getting settled, three boys from her new town come over. We trail down to the basement—turned into a playroom—and listen to music. One of the boys has brought a bottle of tequila. We do a shot or two and quickly the room falls out of kilter. The three boys stare at Marie with open lust and I can’t blame them. She is magnificent. I look down at myself and see that I haven’t quite developed yet. My hair has thankfully grown out and is long and wavy, but it can’t hide my flat chest. Will I always look like this?

Eventually, one boy takes Marie’s hand and brings her to the laundry room off the playroom to make out. It seems like forever that she’s gone. I awkwardly try to make conversation with the two other boys, who I know each wish they had taken Marie’s hand. To my relief, Marie’s father and stepmother come home, and her tall, military-like father, whom I studied when we were children, fascinated by fathers, commands the boys to leave. We go upstairs to Marie’s new bedroom and talk late into the night, analyzing aspects of each of the three boys until we fall asleep.

When my mother comes to pick me up the next morning and I say goodbye to Marie, I am consumed by dread and worry. I don’t want to leave her alone in that big, cold, airy house. Over time, because of the long distance between our neighborhoods, we grow apart and eventually lose touch. I hear that she hangs out with a wild crowd who smoke pot and take drugs, and the thought fills me with a strange emotion I have no name for. I feel excluded and protective at the same time. I can’t imagine how her father will tolerate this behavior. More years pass. Then one terrible day, when I am in my late teens, we learn she has shot herself in the head with a pistol her father kept hidden in the house. Her funeral is the darkest day I can remember. How did this happen? I am frightened by all I know and don’t know.


WE REAL COOL

Gwendolyn Brooks (1917–2000)

The Pool Players.

Seven at the Golden Shovel.

We real cool. We

Left school. We

Lurk late. We

Strike straight. We

Sing sin. We

Thin gin. We

Jazz June. We

Die soon.



Many years later, when I come across this searing poem by Gwendolyn Brooks with its nod to the rhythm of the streets, I am struck by how it turns the familiar playground jingle on its head. Suddenly I’m brought back to the memory of jumping rope with Marie to “Miss Mary Mack,” with little knowledge of all the perils and vulnerability that growing up held. Though the poem isn’t directly about suicide, the last line evokes its dark hue.

Gwendolyn Brooks, the first black poet to win the Pulitzer Prize, grew up in Chicago, and her poems document the everyday lives of black Chicagoans. Of Brooks’s poems, the poet Sonia Sanchez writes, “Each time I revisit her poems, they climb up on my knees and sit in tight contentment. They speak to me of form and color, patterns and dawns. They talk of myths; they tell me where the flesh lives. . . .” The poem uses vernacular language to show us the dangers of being “cool.” Rhyme, rhythm, syntax and repetition achieve memorability. A poem’s music and rhythm can become embedded in our consciousness like a haunting jazz tune or a schoolyard chant. The use of irony—we real cool, we left school—sears the poem into our minds. The poem gives us a warning. It calls attention to that thin line between “being cool,” and the slide into darkness and danger. It asks what is in us that turns away from the dance? It both lulls and disturbs; a cautionary tale of what can happen when we cross over the line. “We Real Cool” should be taped on the refrigerator of every house with a teenager.

RICHARD CORY

    Edwin Arlington Robinson (1869–1935)

Whenever Richard Cory went down town,

We people on the pavement looked at him:

He was a gentleman from sole to crown,

Clean favored, and imperially slim.

And he was always quietly arrayed,

And he was always human when he talked;

But still he fluttered pulses when he said,

“Good-morning,” and he glittered when he walked.

And he was rich—yes, richer than a king—

And admirably schooled in every grace:

In fine, we thought that he was everything

To make us wish that we were in his place.

So on we worked, and waited for the light,

And went without the meat, and cursed the bread;

And Richard Cory, one calm summer night,

Went home and put a bullet through his head.

This ballad describes a wealthy, educated gentleman who is admired by his community. Walking through town, dressed in fine clothes, no one suspects that he will take his own life. Though it is about a man and written during the Great Depression, a time when people survived on day-old bread, anyone past or present who has been blindsided by a suicide can connect with it. Richard Cory becomes a stand-in for every man and woman. Reading it, I’m reminded of how deceptive outer appearances can be. Just as I never imagined that beneath Marie’s lovely veneer she suffered so deeply, and at one particular cataclysmic moment, a confluence of forces came together and life proved untenable. It is no wonder the poem endures nearly a century after it first appeared, adapted into a song by Paul Simon, and that its maker, Edwin Arlington Robinson—himself a quiet, introverted, reclusive man—was considered one of the greatest poets in America at the time of his death.



WONDER

THE STAR

Jane Taylor and Ann Taylor

We’re driving in our gray sedan in the dark. I am in the passenger seat next to my mother, my bare thighs, in shorts, sticking to the fake leather. Whenever the car comes to a sudden halt, her hand flies out to protect me from going into the windshield. It is a coveted spot. As one of three girl siblings, we fight fiercely to obtain it. It’s late—way past our bedtime—and the sky is filled with hundreds of stars. It is moments like this, in the car with my mother, where my worries about our well-being usually vanish.

But on this night we are searching for Poggy, our black, frisky miniature poodle, who ran out of the house early that morning and has still not come home. He was a present from one of my mother’s dates, a football player for the Cleveland Browns. My mother looks into the rearview mirror every now and then to check on my two sisters in the backseat. Tears are bubbling in my younger sister’s eyes. The eldest is pressed against her window, twirling a strand of her long hair with her finger. I look back at my mother and then out my own window, which is filled with swirls of stars. I begin to recite the nursery rhyme “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star” in my head, a trick I’ve learned to help me keep calm. Later I will discover that the well-known verses from the nursery rhyme evolved from this poem.

THE STAR

    Jane Taylor (1783–1824) and Ann Taylor (1782–1866)

Twinkle, twinkle, little star,

How I wonder what you are!

Up above the world so high,

Like a diamond in the sky.

When the blazing sun is gone,

When he nothing shines upon,

Then you show your little light,

Twinkle, twinkle, all the night.

Then the trav’ller in the dark

Thanks you for your tiny spark,

He could not see which way to go,

If you did not twinkle so.

In the dark blue sky you keep,

Often thro’ my curtains peep,

For you never shut your eye,

Till the sun is in the sky.

’Tis your bright and tiny spark

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
POETRY WILL SAVE
YOUR LIFE

A Memoir

JILL BIALOSKY

ATRIABOOKS
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi






OEBPS/images/9781451693218.jpg
ry ofa éuicider










