Introduction to Poetry

By Billy Collins

I ask them to take a poem
and hold it up to the light
like a color slide

or press an ear against its hive.

I say drop a mouse into a poem
and watch him probe his way out,

or walk inside the poem's room
and feel the walls for a light switch.

I want them to waterski
across the surface of a poem
waving at the author's name on the shore.

But all they want to do
is tie the poem to a chair with rope
and torture a confession out of it.

They begin beating it with a hose
to find out what it really means.

 

Sign for My Father, Who Stressed the Bunt

                                     By David Bottoms 
On the rough diamond,

the hand-cut field below the dog lot and barn,

we rehearsed the strict technique

of bunting. I watched from the infield,

the mound, the backstop

as your left hand climbed the bat, your legs

and shoulders squared toward the pitcher.

You could drop it like a seed

down either base line. I admired your style,

but not enough to take my eyes off the bank

that served as our center-field fence.

 

Years passed, three leagues of organized ball,

no few lives. I could homer 

into the left-field lot of Carmichael Motors,

and still you stressed the same technique,

the crouch and spring, the lead arm absorbing

just enough impact. That whole tiresome pitch

about basics never changing,

and I never learned what you were laying down.

 

Like a hand brushed across the bill of a cap,

let this be the sign 

I’m getting a grip on the sacrifice.

David Bottoms, "Sign for My Father, Who Stressed the Bunt" from Armored Hearts: Selected and New Poems. Copyright © 1995 by David Bottoms.  Reprinted by permission of Copper Canyon Press. www.coppercanyonpress.org

"Scars" by Peter Meinke 
When I was young, I longed for scars
like my father's. They were the best
scars on his block, startling, varied,
pink as a tongue against his whiskey skin.
 
The longest bolted from his elbow,
finger-thick where the barbed wire plunged in,
a satin rip thinning toward the wrist.
I read the riddle of my father's body
 
like a legend punctuated by pale hyphens,
neat commas, surgical asterisks, and exclamation
points from scalp to ankle. His tragic knuckles
spoke wordless violence in demotic Greek.
 
My silent father said little - too little, it seems -
but after the divorce he told me, tracing
the curved path on his skull where hair never grew,
"It's the ones you can't see that kill you."
 
and it's true our doctor said his liver,
which did him in, was scarred like an old war horse.
Still, the wound I knew best I gave him myself, hitting
a pop fly straight up and swinging the child's bat again
 
with all my might as the ball descended
over the plate. He had run to catch it 
and the bat cracked him under his chin, dropping 
my father like a murdered king, peeling a wound
 
no butterfly bandage could cover. I was too stunned
to move, but the look my mother gave me proved,
no matter what happened later, this man bleeding 
like Laius on the ground was the one she loved.
                    from The Atlantic Monthly, May 1992
The Writer   by Richard Wilbur 

In her room at the prow of the house

Where light breaks, and the windows are tossed with linden,

My daughter is writing a story.

I pause in the stairwell, hearing

From her shut door a commotion of typewriter-keys

Like a chain hauled over a gunwale.

Young as she is, the stuff

Of her life is a great cargo, and some of it heavy:

I wish her a lucky passage.

But now it is she who pauses,

As if to reject my thought and its easy figure.

A stillness greatens, in which

The whole house seems to be thinking,

And then she is at it again with a bunched clamor

Of strokes, and again is silent.

I remember the dazed starling

Which was trapped in that very room, two years ago;

How we stole in, lifted a sash

And retreated, not to affright it;

And how for a helpless hour, through the crack of the door,

We watched the sleek, wild, dark

And iridescent creature

Batter against the brilliance, drop like a glove

To the hard floor, or the desk-top,

And wait then, humped and bloody,

For the wits to try it again; and how our spirits

Rose when, suddenly sure,

It lifted off from a chair-back, 

Beating a smooth course for the right window

And clearing the sill of the world.

It is always a matter, my darling,

Of life or death, as I had forgotten.  I wish

What I wished you before, but harder.

	Gretel in Darkness
 
	


	 
	 This is the world we wanted. All who would have seen us dead
 Are dead. I hear the witch's cry
 Break in the moonlight through a sheet of sugar: God rewards.
 Her tongue shrivels into gas . . .

              Now, far from women's arms
 And memory of women, in our father's hut
 We sleep, are never hungry.
 Why do I not forget?
 My father bars the door, bars harm
 From this house, and it is years.

 No one remembers. Even you, my brother.
 Summer afternoons you look at me as though you meant 

 To leave, as though it never happened. But I killed for you. 

 I see armed firs, the spires of that gleaming kiln come back, come back --

 Nights I turn to you to hold me but you are not there.
 Am I alone? Spies
 Hiss in the stillness. Hansel, we are there still and it is real, real,
 That black forest and the fire in earnest. 

                                                             By Louise Glück 


