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Introductions


Growing up in New Jersey in the 50’s, my heroes included Willie Mays, Abbott and Costello, Sid Caesar, and Tommy Acker, a classmate of mine in seventh grade, who got a nun to faint with his patented Acker Attack, i.e., sliding out of his desk to the floor and rolling his eyes up into his head. My father—a 50’s dad: aloof, hard working, stolid—wasn’t my hero, although he should have been because of the lessons I learned from him. That happened years later when I came to understand what he did for my mother and his five kids. No women were my heroes. Not my mother. She was … my mom, and moms weren’t heroes. Not in the 50’s. Most of them, like mine, stayed at home and coped with being a housewife. Little did I know the heroic efforts it takes to do that job well.

My family came in two stages. The first included my parents and my two brothers and me, born within a five-year span. Long before Bruce Springsteen, my father was The Boss. He was the breadwinner, which frequently meant working a couple of jobs. Until early high school, my best friends were my brothers. We played ball together for endless hours. We watched out for each other. One of us would always stand lookout while the others scampered onto the school roof looking for lost baseballs. We served mass together. We delivered papers together. And we got in trouble together.

Another brother joined our merry band when we were seven, nine, and eleven. He was, of course, welcomed by us. I’m sure my mother, tiring of the antics of four boys, must have desperately craved for a sister of the soul. She got her wish two years later when our sister was born. Arriving a few days after Halloween, her birth did little to distract us from our trick-or-treat goodies.

Although my brothers and I enjoyed mistreating her when we were growing up, we were also fiercely protective of her. We could tease and hassle her, but if anyone else tried that, he (or she) would have to answer to us. And that went for her dates, who were often “interviewed” by my brothers or me before she could leave the house with them. Although my sister claims she never wanted or needed us to intervene in such a way, my brothers and I know that secretly she was touched by our concern.

Despite my traditional upbringing, I’ve been able to discard many of the macho shackles of the 50’s. I do most of the cooking, even asking, on occasion, for my wife to leave “my” kitchen. I’m satisfied being a breadwinner. I believe that there are differences between men and women, but they shouldn’t stop my daughter from pursuing whatever passions seize her soul.

Don’t ask me how I was able to make that change. Like most important changes, this one has many causes. A major one is my wife, a strong woman—a hero for the work she does for abused children—who takes (and deserves) much credit for showing me the light. And my daughter, who, by spreading her energetic magic, demands that I pay attention to her as well as to my feminine side. And the times. They’ve changed a great deal since the days when I didn’t bother to think much about the differences between men and women. The “men’s movement” has made it more acceptable for a male to question his role in society.

The time is right for me to put together this collection of poems because it is about perceptions. How men and women poets perceive the world, their feelings, and themselves. And, how we perceive each other. Many of these poems surprised me because they were not what I expected to hear from a man or a woman. From that surprise came the delight of having my expectations shaken up, of being shown that there is room for me to grow and learn.

Reading poetry, by men and women, continues to make a difference in my life. It sensitizes me to the feelings of others. And it helps me to face many of my own feelings. I agree with Philip Booth, who said that a good poem “makes the world more habitable … [it] changes the world slightly in favor of being alive and being human.” What other reason do we need for making poetry a vital part of our lives?

Paul B. Janeczko

When I was growing up in St. Louis, the geographical heart of the United States, I never felt any particular power exercised over me because I was female. No one ever said, “You can’t do this because you’re a girl,” or “You shouldn’t do that…” The world felt inviting and open, and the possibilities of my life as richly various as any boy’s on the block.

Despite the fact that my father came from what many people might identify as a patriarchal Middle Eastern culture (Palestinian), he seemed to have transcended the old roles of his heritage in my upbringing. I did feel my independent-minded, articulate mother “standing up for women’s choices” (when I wanted to work on a farm picking berries with a bunch of boys, for example) more than once, which I will always appreciate. But other women of her generation probably also had to speak up this way, even with nativeborn American husbands.

I was aware that women “didn’t have it so easy” in other parts of the world. Perhaps I was twelve before I seriously contemplated being a girl. And then it was only because of that gloomy “girl talk” they gave us in health class. …

My brother and I both liked reading, music, riding bicycles, baseball in the back lot. We both made pot holders on little red looms. He was a soprano; I was an alto. Although he played with matchbox cars while the treasure of my early years was a life-size doll, such distinctions seemed insignificant. We were a closely knit tribe, and equally mischievous. I might have said, as late as high school or college, that boys and girls were constitutionally the same.

Now, as a mother and wife, I would not say that. Even if boys and girls are the same for brief eras, it’s obvious men and women aren’t. I would arm-wrestle over this. I realize I walk a fragile crust of earth even identifying any differences (look out!), and surely there are many exceptions:

Women often do like to talk more and to more people in quick succession, than men do, and their conversations often adhere to less literal patterns. They will talk about their relationships. It would be weird not to talk about their relationships. Feelings of all kinds are a legitimate realm for discussion—women’s words travel there easily, and poke around, and don’t mind what they touch.

Less is silly to women. Women honor the tiny, the tedious, the particular minutia. (Exactly which B vitamin was it I read about?) Women may have greater tolerance for things, which may have some connection to their frequent maintenance of things.

Men seem to respect the word objective more than many women do. Some seem to have a larger appetite for the abstract and the rational—let’s face it, the dull.

Women seem to work quite well in a layered fashion (doing ten things at once), whereas men often feel more comfortable working in a linear mode—A to Z through a project. This has something to do with the ways we think, as well.

Women give each other neck massages at dinner parties without feeling embarrassed. They fling an easy arm around a shoulder. They are very flexible. It’s not that hard to apologize when you have hurt someone’s feelings.

Men do not get together to trade their clothes.

Men are more inclined to pitch their children into swimming pools—(Come on, you can do it!)—than women are.

Men have terrific broad perspectives. I get in trouble when I don’t aim my Letters to the Editor past my husband before mailing them. He can always say, standing back calmly from my outrage, just where I should have added another line.

Women have immense strength of all kinds. Strength of attention, for instance—note a mother whose children interrupt her nineteen times during the telling of one tale, how she boomerangs back into the sentence she flew out of and continues…. Endurance, resilience, adherence, allegiance, patience—women have many middle names.

Women like details.

Women are details.

•  •  •

But then I contemplate—would we really want to be more alike, even if we could be? Do distinctions give us pleasure as well? I think of the realms in which we echo or play harmonious counterpoint, at least—our dreams, our disappointments, our attempts to make language convey our lives to ourselves and to one another. I cannot imagine we are that much different there.

Sometimes we construct bridges to link ourselves, or walls to stand us apart. Poet Robert Bly writes:

Men wrong women, because a woman wants the two things Joined, but the man wants sawn boards, He wants roads diverging, and jackdaws flying, Heaven and earth parted. Women wrong men, Because the woman wants doves returning at dusk, Clothes folded, and giants sitting down at table. One wants the eternal river—which one? And the other wants A river that makes its own way to the ocean.

I think about this. Which one? Is it a changing one?

When Paul Janeczko and I started talking about this book, we liked the idea of pairing poems by male and female writers, putting two poems together that would suggest different or similar ways of approaching particular subjects and experiences. Growing Up and Having Parents, Falling In and Out of Love, Contemplating the World, The Ongoing Human Longings We Carry Around with Us … We liked the ideas of poems “having partners” within the book, so readers would be invited to read both poems together, considering their ties or tensions.

We called it the He/She book, or the She/He book, depending on who was talking. And we wondered, did anything interesting happen in the place between the poems? Did they link, or balance, or oppose, or set off little sizzles, by way of being together? Maybe they could shed extra light on one another sometimes. Maybe, in the energy and interaction between them, a third poem might be created.

And did gender have anything to do with it?

Sometimes we weren’t sure. We argued. We changed our minds twice over the same poems. We interpreted perspectives variously. We had no idea how many great poems we would find that seemed perfect for this collection. And of course we didn’t limit ourselves to our own genders in our searches.

We came to this project from different angles and corners of the country. Paul has a daughter, I have a son. He’s a lifelong sports fan. I was a Spurs basketball fan for one season only, but it took too much out of me. Paul thinks poems in translation are like “driving used cars.” I have never driven anything but used cars and I trust them. Paul and his family live in a new house in the woods in Maine. My family and I live in an old house in the inner city of San Antonio. Basically we called ourselves the “dueling anthologists.”

As we worked on this book, snow piled up in his woods as the splendid seventy-five-degree blue-sky days of Texas winter surrounded me. I wouldn’t let him forget it.

Paul sent me a tape called “Driving Home” (Philo Records), by one of his favorite singer/songwriters, Cheryl Wheeler. I quickly became addicted to her songs and played it over and over. “Bad Connection” made me laugh, thinking of our project and some of the issues it had raised. “She says they don’t talk enough/He feels like she talks too much/She cites her years of patience/In all their conversations/He sits down, turns TV up/She’s talking but he’s not listening/He’s heard it a thousand times/He tells her but she won’t hear him/She listens between the lines …”

We hope you will listen between the lines and poems of this book but also TO the lines and images themselves, to feel how many intriguing contrasts and connections there can be between the multitudes of hes and shes.

Naomi Shihab Nye

—Camilo Jose Cela
“While there are men and women there will always be messes. Men are fire, women: patches of burlap. Things will happen.”

[image: Image]

Naomi: Paul, do you realize how many faxes you have sent me that say, “No more poems, please!” What is your problem? Not enough logs on the fire? Isn’t it better to have too many to choose from rather than too few? How long does it take you to read a poem, anyway? It’s a good thing this project is almost finished, otherwise we might not be speaking to each other anymore. Well, sorry I can’t send you enchiladas by mail. Never mind the lobsters. I keep thinking about how they look in those tanks waving their hands.

Paul: It’s hard to believe we are almost there. Of course, every office supply store for miles is out of fax paper. I swear the poems are flying out of my fax machine faster than paper towels in the rest room at Fenway Park during a Yankees game. I apologize if I bark at you for your endless questions. Actually, I prefer them to your constant taunting about your balmy weather while my mustache freezes on the walk down my driveway to the mailbox. By the way, kiddo, lobsters don’t have hands. They’re called claws, and they’re rubberbanded shut to keep the lobsters—the female lobsters especially, from what I hear—from attacking each other in the tank.

Naomi: I don’t particularly like being called “kiddo.”





Reflections


Carole Satyamurti
Looking for myself,
I creep from one reflection to the next.
I stare; I see
suggestions of my son, my granddaughter.
I’m not there,
though if I should bend this way, and this
couldn’t I curve back to the place
where the first mirror surely held me
in perfect, infinite, loving regard?

I’m drawn to any gleaming surface
—the polished floor, a silver horn,
windows in a revolving door.
They’re never right, never
that milk-blue light I’m longing for.

Often I’m only smudges,
or scattered by cracks;
but I’m there at least,
I’ve some hold on the ground inhabited
before I found out what I lacked,
and what the mirror did.
And what the mirror
did.





Heads on Fire






Two Set Out on Their journey


Gilway Kinnell   Julie M. Convisser

Galway Kinnell
We sit side by side,
brother and sister, and read
the book of what will be, while the wind
blows the pages over—
desolate odd, desolate even,
and otherwise. When it falls open
to our own story, the happy beginning,
the ending happy or not we don’t know,
the ten thousand acts which encumber
and engross all the days between,
we will read every page of it,
for if the ancestors have pressed
a love-flower for us, it will lie
between pages of the slow going,
where only those who adore the story
can find it. When the time comes
to close the book and set out,
whether possessing that flower
or just the dream of it, we will walk
hand in hand a little while,
taking the laughter of childhood
as far as we can into the days to come,
until we can hear, in the distance,
another laughter sounding back
from the earth where our next bodies
will have risen already
and where they will be laughing,
gently, at all that seemed deadly serious once,
offering to us new wayfarers
the light heart
we started with, but made of time and sorrow.



Over the Pass


(for C.D.C. 1992)

Julie Convisser
The shattered tree tops crackle beneath our feet
like a nightmare, the delicate green fruit crushed
against the butt and backbone of the next fallen pine.
We climb over these, you leading,
straddling first, the branches, then the spongy, black trunks.
This is the path, you insist,
Look, to either side is thick forest, impossible in snow.
And I follow, watching my hands bleed
with bark-mud, slipping into nets of pine needles,
toes rattling like pebbles in my soaked boots.
No matter what else has happened, we know
you are the brother, and older.

At some point you are ready to turn back
and find the real path, the one that cuts like a stream
through the rearing hemlock up to Bald Mountain.
Now, because we are wet, we keep moving,
even though we have broken through the snow shield
and the sun is streaming over us.

We crest the pass and it comes: the white rush
of Mt. Hood in blue air. For whole minutes
we are still, side by side,
before we bicker about the return trail,
before skidding down the mountain,
cold stroking our skin like a long-fingered hand.
Before the tires of the pick-up spin out
so I inhale quick and you’re impatient
with such ready lack of confidence,
before we re-enter my house, and you recount the hike
to my lover, leaving out what is important:
how in the beginning you persevered,
however strangely,
in that garden of fallen-down trees;
how I kept up.
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