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Dedication

For my mother, who taught me to take care of stories





Epigraph

“How do you delete?”

—every eight-year-old born in the twenty-first century, using a typewriter for the first time
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The First Stranger

When you are grown, no part of you

will be recognizable.

Will you tend the garden of yourself?

Do you dare brave the soil?

I sat behind a borrowed Smith Corona manual typewriter with sticky keys at a street party in downtown Los Angeles. The year was 2012, and I had recently returned to California from college abroad, another unemployed millennial at the tail end of the financial crisis, looking for a purpose but willing to settle for moving out of his parents’ house.

The pounding summer heat at the street party was broken by the shade of skyscrapers, glass citadels to wealth and power that towered over everyone. A new metro line had just been built in this car-powered city, and everyone was celebrating at the grand opening of the latest station. Naturally, to get there, I drove.

Helicopter moms buzzed around their children, paleteros called “hielos!” and pushed ice cream carts, and a homeless man shouted himself hoarse and broke down on the street corner at all these people in his living room. LA was in the middle of a homelessness crisis, a gentrification crisis, a transportation crisis. LA was perpetually in the midst of these crises.

Next to me a DJ booth, powered by solar panels, played Pharrell Williams’s “Happy.”

I was nervous, palms sweating as I set out a Costco tray table and folding chair. Another birthday in my sputtering adulthood had passed and I had a leftover length of blue wrapping paper that I made into a sign:

POETRY STORE

give me a topic

I’ll write you a poem

pay me what you think it’s worth

Just a week before, I had heard a story on the radio about someone selling poems in a park, and with an invitation to do something at the street party and the yearning only a twenty-two-year-old can have to make a good impression, I thought I might as well give it a try.

What’s the worst that can happen? I reasoned with my terror. No one stops, and I write poems for myself in public, like a weirdo, and go home. I’ve been a weirdo before. I can do it again.

I took a picture on my iPhone of the typewriter and reluctantly put it back in my pocket, shoving down the urge to Facebook, to text, to be anywhere but here, on the hot and crowded street corner, surrounded by strangers with an open invitation for any one of them to come up and talk to me.

I idly typed on a piece of paper to calm my nerves. No sooner had I started writing than people drifted over, curious to see the typewriter and then bemused at the prospect of finding a self-proclaimed poet behind it. “Do you need a poem?” I asked them, from under my newsie-style flatcap. I’d done acting and wore this hat like a costume, like armor. I wasn’t me, I told myself over and over again, I was the character of the poet. If people rejected me, they weren’t rejecting me, they were rejecting this character I was playing.

But people stopped almost immediately. Old folks, to reminisce over the typewriter. Curious kids and their parents. Couples on dates. I asked each of them the same question:

“Do you need a poem?”

“I don’t have any money,” replied a buzz-cut Chicana woman, with tattoos peeking out wherever clothing met skin.

“That’s okay,” I replied.

“About my dad, then.” Her answer was instant. “He was a long-haul trucker when my brothers and sisters and I were growing up, so he wasn’t able to be around much . . .” She drifted into stories of her dad, her family, reminiscing about her life and relationships to a complete stranger on the street while throngs of people passed. “My dad would be gone for weeks at a time, but he’d do it to be able to send money home,” she told me. “I would just want him to know that we—that I—understood. And that we loved him for it.”

She stopped and stood in silence. I wondered if this story was a weight she’d been carrying for a long time.

My fingers struggled to muster enough force on the rusty keys of the typewriter in front of me to smash the tiny hammers into the ink ribbon and onto paper. I quickly discarded the ten-finger-typing we’d been assured in school was the secret to success and went back to hunt-and-peck.

As I typed each line, the typewriter would skip ever perilously closer to the edge of the cheap TV-tray table, threatening to topple off. I’d have to pause to wrestle it back, turn the knob, pull the carriage back, and start a new line. The c stuck. The spacebar sometimes skipped and left two spaces. Any hope I had at formatting the thing was gone—it would format itself, thank you very much.

My index fingers labored over the keyboard. Each keystroke was an exclamation of the permanence.

I didn’t keep any pictures of the poems I wrote back then, so I’ll never know what the first poem I wrote for a stranger said. I remember images of truck side mirrors, endless lonely roads, buoyed by thoughts of family back home, the road itself becoming a vein through which blood flowed back to the heart. And I remember reading the poem to this fierce woman, peeking up to see her eyes closed. It was a first draft, imperfect, riddled with the errors of a sixty-year-old machine and a twenty-two-year-old poet. But it was hers.

At the end, she took a deep breath in, then opened her eyes to look at me. She took her poem, expression inscrutable.

“Wait here,” she said, and vanished into the crowd.

I moved on to write for someone new, a middle-aged woman in festive summer clothes who fawned over photos of her dog with me at the typewriter. But then the trucker’s daughter reemerged from the mass and pressed a crisp bill into my hand. “I had to go to an ATM,” she told me, by way of explanation. Her tone was gruff, but I could see something had softened in her face.

The trucker’s daughter didn’t look like she had much, but her five dollars was much more than five dollars to an unemployed kid looking for something to hold on to. It was an affirmation, in this world bound by money and scarcity, this world where it’s hard to find the words to tell someone how you feel, what you mean. She was sending me a message:

“What you are doing is worth something.”

Poetry had always seemed like the most impractical of the arts, a throwback as much as the typewriter, the purview now only of English teachers and resentful students. I liked poetry but didn’t love it. As a junior nerd I’d proudly memorized poems from the fantasy books I read, and as a young adult had the mandatory Ginsberg Howl and Kerouac phase. I never took a poetry class in college but performed lots of student Shakespeare and grudgingly came to like that, for the theater first and the language second. If you had asked me the day before I wrote a poem for the trucker’s daughter, “Do you love poetry?” I would have said, “No.”

But what I made at the typewriter wasn’t what I’d ever thought of as poetry. It was the shrapnel interactions left behind, bits of other people buried in me, leaving me less alone. In a time when social connections were fraying, somehow poetry let me invite people in and empathize with them, whatever story they held. It was poetry that led me to discover a private America, an America where intimacy was possible, one person at a time.

At first, I was convinced it was a scam, that I was pulling a fast one getting people to pay for an index card of blank verse. “That’s the dream,” a palm reader I became friends with told me conspiratorially. “Roll into town, make your money, and then leave! Dustbowl style.” I had a vision of California in the past, orange groves teeming with newly displaced Midwesterners alongside Chinese and Mexican immigrants, workers tilling land that they’d never own. These were families uprooted from the social order and cast adrift to find new places in society. “The harvest gypsies,” Steinbeck called them. In the stories, there’d always be the hustler, the swindler, the snake-oil salesman profiting off the hardworking folks. I won’t deny there was a certain level of glee in imagining myself in this role.

But the more I wrote poems for strangers in public, the more I came to see a real, deep need that I was fulfilling. All across America, people stop for a poet at a typewriter. It’s a cottage industry at this point. Poets’ Row in New Orleans is famous, and almost every major metro area supports a few street poets, old and young, with day jobs and without. There are reports of street typewriter poets in the US since at least the 1980s, and in railway stations in Brazil and India, countries with lots of folks who can’t read or write, it’s still common to find someone at a typewriter helping people get what they need to say down in words. But in the US, where most people can read or write, there’s something else afoot: a crisis of emotional and creative illiteracy.

Far from an obsolete art form, I realized poetry could be a solution. The typewriter becomes a line thrown from our digital age back into the past, a way for people to let down the perpetual fixation on appearances and go deeper. When I ask, “What do you need a poem about?” people tell me about their lovers, their devoted partners of many years, their long-distance relationships. They tell me about their dogs and cats. They tell me about their anxiety, their fear, their uncertainty about the future. They tell me about their loss. Their hope. Their dreams.

Companies started hiring my colleagues and me for corporate events, to my amazement and chagrin. After years of writing on the street and at events, out of nearly five thousand applicants, I became the first writer-in-residence at the Mall of America, as well as the poet-in-residence for Amtrak trains and the darling of corporate gigs from Google to investment firms. University fellowships and residencies had little use for me—I had no formal credentials and meager publications. I didn’t make any promises of great literature, only that I’d show up and listen well. Inadvertently, I’d stumbled onto a new model for making art that would change my life: poetry as a service industry.

My writing spaces offered no quiet and I didn’t want it. A sensitive city kid like me is used to blocking out too much stimuli, unnerved by silence and lonesomeness. The typewriter let me get back onto my block, into the real world, into community. It let me get offline and start reconnecting, one person at a time. Traveling on the corporate dollar, I got the chance to look at what was poetic in each of the places I visited, how, in each, poetry could unlock the permission people need in their everyday lives to be more honest, connected, fully human selves. How could a mall be a religious experience? A rave a way to cope with grief? Could the best way to make a friend be to ride a train?

“Poetry [is] language that envies a scene it is describing,” says critic Wayne Koestenbaum. Envy goes beyond seeing a person. To envy someone is to want to become them. It’s no accident, I think, that Koestenbaum is queer like me. There’s an understanding of what it’s like, from the outside, to look in. In order to write for people, I realize, the idea of “tolerance” falls well short of the mark. I couldn’t just refrain from judging my subjects—I had to envy them, to realize how their lives were beautiful in ways mine might never be and speak to that.

My poems use “I” and “you” and “we” interchangeably as pronouns.

In response to the malaise of modern life, we need a paradigm shift in how we think about creativity. Today, we say “someone is a genius,” but the ancient Romans would have put it differently. It’s not that someone is a genius, but that someone has a genius. Like the ancient Greeks and their muses, the Romans believed that creativity originated not inside of us, but through our interaction with an external force.

It’s tempting to think about creativity as isolated and isolating. Our stories about artists are full of lone tortured geniuses: Van Gogh cutting off his ear, or Emily Dickinson alone for years in her room. The untold stories in this book offer a counterpoint. They show how creativity can unfold between people, as the glue that binds communities together in divisive times. Creativity is finding two unlike things and saying, “You know what, these two aren’t so different after all.” Each time we find ourselves in each other, despite each other, despite all our differences, that is the most incredible act of creativity.

Connection across difference is at the heart of poetry—we call it a metaphor, a comparison without “like” or “as.”

“This is like therapy!” people tell me constantly at the typewriter, surprised by their own response to the simple, absurd question, “What do you need a poem about?” Across America, people become open books, dissolve into tears, even offer up legal tender when an anonymous stranger at a typewriter offers to write them a poem.

Everyone thinks Americans don’t want to talk to each other.

In reality, we’re all just dying to be heard.





Becoming the Typewriter

The last old-school typewriter factory in the world closed the year before I touched my first typewriter. It shuttered its doors forever in Mumbai in 2011. But these machines, made before manufacturers started building in planned obsolescence, have outlasted the companies that made them. Typewriters were postwar machines, first mass-manufactured in the United States at rifle factories with names like Remington after the Civil War to keep the assembly lines humming as the demand for weapons went down. The story of the typewriter is a footnote in the mad dash for mechanization and efficiency that led to its demise. But the stampede of progress left weird holdovers and niche communities in its wake, collectors’ groups and repair enthusiasts, drawn to the writing machine’s storied past.

The original inventors of the machine would have no use for it now. They were after efficiency, and in the modern day I imagine they’d be app designers. But what they built endures. The typewriter is better, at least in my line of work, because it’s harder and slower. On a typewriter, it feels less like you are writing and more like you are composing. It’s an emotional machine, one that bears the imprints of its use. The typewriter becomes a retreat, an escape from the social, the online, the world of meme where you can print things out in endless repetition and variation. On the typewriter, the world is fixed—you know where you are.

A poet is like a typewriter, in many ways. A poet is a train in a world of cars. A thing that has died and is still holding on. The poet is the thing for the few, the stragglers, the maladaptors and survivors. Every year, someone declares poetry dead. Every year, people write poetry. To be a poet is to recognize that obsolescence can be beautiful, that change does not always reduce, but rather reinvents.

Like the typewriter, I didn’t start by writing my own stories, I was just a vehicle people used to say what they needed to say through my poetry. I later learned that, like the word computer, typewriter originally referred not just to the machine, but to the person using the machine.

I didn’t know it when I started, but I wasn’t just writing on the typewriter.

I was becoming the typewriter.

Here’s how it began. In September 2014, I accidentally started a poetry business with a $20 garage sale typewriter and an impending sense of doom. It was meant to be a one-month performance-art experiment, somewhere between an avant-garde solo show and a practical joke. “I’m going to pay my rent with poetry!” I said, giddy with the absurdity of it and despair about everything else. It felt like my life was over, so why not do something stupid.

“I have zero income for next month,” I confided in a friend.

“The candle store where I work always needs people around the holidays,” he offered helpfully. “It’s minimum wage retail.”

I’ll confess to being prideful and privileged. I had a degree, had been working toward white-collar success. “Downwardly mobile,” the newspapers were saying about my generation, and I was terrified of that. So many of us were leaving college jobless and indebted, tucking our dreams into our back pockets. In the twenty-first century’s freelance, on-demand world, each of us was our own business, offering service to the highest bidder. Gone were the days of lifelong company employment—my recession-graduate friends were Lyft drivers and Airbnb hosts. Could the same thing work for artists? I wondered. Doing freelance fundraising for the occasional arts nonprofit, the same nagging thought had always tickled the back of my mind. Why are you raising money to help other people make their art, to build their dream? Why not build your own?

I’d done poetry on the street a few times since my first brush with it, and always got good tips, so I figured it might not be impossible.

It was a path I would never have seen coming. My interest in literature and desire to make any time to read or write waned in my early twenties when I moved back to LA after college and into adulthood. I had grown up in LA, but a child’s city is very different from an adult’s realities. I imagined pursuing an artistic career, living in a kind of happy poverty, but found myself stuck in a cycle of unpaid internships and days I couldn’t get out of bed, trolling Craigslist wanted ads instead of reading great minds.

When I found a job, I took it gladly, putting my skills to use by writing grants for a community development nonprofit. Among other things, my work focused on finding funding to fight for a pathway to legitimacy for the street vendors who sold tacos and bacon-wrapped hot dogs from carts around LA County, scrappy entrepreneurs who turned nothing into something with hard work and the magic of the streets. I would still go to arts events in the evenings or take the typewriter out when I could, on the weekends. It was a cute thing I did on the side, a few times a year. I started meeting other poets and typewriter enthusiasts, who became “non-work friends.”

Work took a turn for the unexpected when I left one job only to be laid off from another within six months. I spent the following six months polishing my résumé, putting on suits, and driving to interviews once—twice—three times, always to end up as a “second choice” candidate behind someone else with more experience.

To top it all off, I had just broken up with my first long-term boyfriend, the one I was with when I came out to my parents. When we broke up, I came home to find a homemade book of poems on top of a pile of my things that he was returning. It was the book I’d made of love poems I’d written about him since we got together, a one-year anniversary gift.

Crying, I ripped the book to shreds.

My ex had just started a job as a corporate attorney, and the apartment we moved into was at the top of my price range. Every month unemployed and interviewing, I beat the pavement for freelance work and spent down my savings just to cover my portion of rent for the apartment I no longer wanted to live in. As winter set in, the freelance work dried up.

When my parents offered to take me with them to visit my grandparents in Missouri, I jumped at the chance to get away from everything. They bought the plane ticket. My ex was traveling too, sending a constant stream of Airbnb guests to pay his portion of the rent and remind me of his absence. He ran to Peru. I ran to Missouri.

My grandparents live in Columbia, a college town where they both taught at the university. When we visit, my mom fills the freezer with enough homemade food to last them a lifetime, never mind that my grandfather, a first-generation Polish Jew, is perfectly happy with his Sam’s Club cold cuts. The pace of life is slower there. People pop in and out of the house, dinners sprawl into evenings, and even my grandfather’s need to be constantly busy is satisfied just by walking the dog most of the time. The basement, where the guest rooms are, is drafty in autumn, the linoleum floor cold and relatively bare compared to the clutter of upstairs. Here, at last, away from it all, I had time and space to think.

Amanda Palmer’s TED Talk, “The Art of Asking,” had recently come out, and I listened to it on a loop. In it, she describes going from working as a living statue to running the first million-dollar crowdfunding campaign for an album in an age when record labels were going bankrupt because everyone was pirating songs. “Don’t make people pay for music,” Palmer intones. “Ask them to.” The image of the trucker’s daughter went around and around in my head, the way her face looked when I read her poem, how I felt when she came back with money after I’d given her something for free.

So, with my personal and professional life in shambles, I sketched out how many days a month I thought I’d need to write for tips to make my rent.

It was all of them.

I knew I had to hold myself accountable if I wanted to make sure I actually followed through and didn’t fall into laziness and despair. I’d run Kickstarter campaigns before, and this would be just like that, I thought. Rule #1 of the twenty-first century: It’s not real unless it’s online. The blessing of social media was that practically everyone I’d ever met in adulthood was still connected to me, and I knew that even if none of them read my posts, the sheer act of posting for everyone would give me the peer pressure I’d need to follow through. So I fired up my laptop and hit record.

“I’m going to try to pay my rent with poetry,” I told no one, from my grandparents’ cold and empty basement in Missouri. I had no higher aspirations. This was just about survival.

Back in LA, I set my typewriter up anywhere I thought there might be a crowd, every night, for a month. Everywhere from sidewalks outside art gallery openings to swap meets and food truck festivals. Anywhere people would have time and loose change. No venue would hire me to perform poems, I was a nobody. But I was a nobody with a typewriter, and I had access to the street.

The word busk comes from the old French word busquer, meaning to seek. Originally it was a nautical term, used to talk about ships tacking to and fro to find the wind. It was only in the mid-nineteenth century that the word gained its present meaning: to go around performing, for tips. The term busking usually refers to musicians who set up instruments on the street corner, play, and solicit donations. The first evening of my absurd challenge, I packed my car with a Costco tray table, folding chair, and my Lettera 32 teal typewriter. I drove to Hollywood. Where dreams come true?

I knew of a running spoken word night called Da Poetry Lounge that always had a crowd out the door an hour before it started. Ignoring the sign-up list for poets wanting to perform onstage, I set my typewriter up right next to the line to write for one person at a time, moving a few feet every ten minutes for a new customer. A young black woman dressed to the nines came up to me first—she didn’t know that I wasn’t affiliated with the show, didn’t know the challenge I’d set for myself, I was just part of her wild Tuesday night out. And she wanted a poem.

“About butterflies!” she told me. But then she included me in her conversation with her friends about how she was coming up on a breakup anniversary with her first serious boyfriend, a man she had entered adulthood with but was now absent. I felt a pang for my ex. Halfway through the poem, my ribbon ran to the end, and I had to remove the spools to wind them back, my fingers turning black in the process. When I pulled the finished poem from the machine, they left a black smudge on the corner, a fingerprint signature.

“Can I read you your poem?” I asked my new patron. It seemed like an intimate thing, a reading—like something that needed consent. She nodded, and there in the line of young hopeful poets desperate to be seen, I read in a quiet voice, just to her:

For Monique,

                  Flap those wings

    wet from the chrysalis

                  believe you can fly

    at least flutter

                  the flame is burning

                              burning low

                  that blue, almost out

                  kinda flame.

    Cup it in your palms

                  don’t let it die—

    on our anniversary, he gave me

                  20 red roses

                  and I think I cried,

                  I don’t remember.

    It happened so long ago

                  and I was still a caterpillar,

                  a blue flame.

    Not 20, not yet

                  just a single rose.

Reading back now, I’m struck that what I wrote uses just about every poetry metaphor cliché in the book. Butterflies and roses and fires, oh my! But after I finished reading, the woman just hugged me for a long time. Person after person in line got a poem, and I told them, “Pay me what you think it’s worth,” and they paid me more than nothing. The more-than-nothings added up.

Pumped up on my success in line, I signed up for three minutes onstage. I told the assembled crowd my goal, my challenge, my practical joke: “This month, I’m going to pay my rent with poetry!” The sweaty room of poets laughed. Everyone was in on the impossible joke. There were professional poets here, spoken word artists who performed for a living and came here to hone their craft—but they worked their way up in spaces like this for years, some decades, and only a tiny percentage ever were able to make careers of it. When I sat down, the host got up with one raised eyebrow and said, “If you figure out how to pay rent writing poems, tell me how! I’ve been trying to do that for years.”

At an ArtWalk in Frogtown, a little boy danced up to me with his worn-out mother. Laughing manically, the boy insisted I write a poem about “crazy chicken!” and I diligently set to work:

For Carlo,

    with the squawking, leg-

          tied, going crazy

                  pollo loco

    energy, madness

      TAG YOU’RE IT

                  laughing tumbling

          exhausted out of

                  breath

    panting, hands on knees

      chicken-dancing home

          to collapse

    like so many drumsticks

                  into bed

          into fried dreams

          knobby-elbowed night

          pecking at the

          tiny pinpricks

          of reality

                  scattered through

          this chicken-scratch

    illegible life

A few days later, I got an email from the boy’s mother, who’d tracked me down online. It turned out she was an attorney and wanted to know if I could come write poetry for a fundraiser she was hosting.

Unknowingly, I’d just secured my first paid corporate gig. It wouldn’t be the last.

At a taco truck street festival a few blocks from Venice Beach, the night was wild and shrouded in mist. It was the perfect context for busking—young people a few drinks in who came with cash in hand for tacos but, once they finished eating, started roaming the streets looking for something more to do. A few musicians had figured this out and set up every few blocks with guitars, but I was the only typewriter.

I’d been writing for a few hours when a bear of a man exploded from the mist, boisterously drunk. His jaw dropped when he saw the typewriter. “What are you doing?” he shouted with open arms and a pumpkin grin that split his face in two.

I explained my project to him, and his excitement verged on obscene. “Let’s get you your rent!” he shouted. “I work for a big real estate company, lots of money. Here, let me give you my number . . .”

He didn’t have a card, so I slid over and offered him the typewriter. He spelled out his phone number in letters—t-h-r-e-e o-n-e z-e-r-o—he was too drunk to realize that the typewriter had number keys.

I called the next day, uncertain if he’d even remember me, but with no job and no other prospects, my boldness got the better of my fear.

“Hi, Jonathon, I’m Brian . . . the poet . . . you left your phone number on my typewriter . . .”

Next thing I knew, I was setting up my typewriter next to the bar at a real estate company’s bocce ball tournament, being offered cocktails by HR.

On the street, only the truly curious would approach me. At corporate events these patrons were joined by the bored and inebriated. “Write me a poem about my ass!” a drunk woman in a little sundress at my first corporate event slurred, spurred on by her friends. When I read them the ode, the homage, complete with Nicki Minaj references, they laughed and the woman’s friends high-fived her. I laughed with them. I guess sometimes what’s needed is not deep processing but celebration.

Your body is a novel—that poem ends—well, I’m a voracious reader.

Jonathon was just the first, and drunkest, person to see the potential for what I was doing with poetry in corporate America. By the end of the night when I met him at the beach, I had a card from an investment banker who was organizing a conference afterparty at the Hilton, and an offer to do a weekly haiku column for Dollar Shave Club’s lifestyle blog.

Appearing in corporate spaces with my flatcap and typewriter I was aware of eyes on me. But I was used to being the weirdo, the outsider. Part of me liked the way people’s eyebrows raised when I said, “This is my job” in response to the perpetual question: “What do you really do?” I felt a mix of pity for this promising young kid stuck in the dead-end service industry event world without dreams of climbing higher, and envy at the idea of going all in to be a writer. I would eat with the servers, but the people I wrote poems for would bring me glasses of wine from the bar, an odd sense of reciprocity in the exchanging of gifts.

John Green, the young adult author, describes all writing as making a gift: “Like a good gift, you can’t worry too much about people saying ‘I love it!’—you just have to worry about making it the best, most thoughtful gift you can make for that person.” And, somehow, holding someone’s image in mind while I wrote on the street made the writing come clean and fast. In my room, a poem could take hours just figuring out what I wanted to say. On the street, it didn’t matter what I wanted to say, I had my instructions and all I had to do was execute them. My goal wasn’t literary perfection, it was to move the one person standing in front of me.

I wasn’t my target audience, I realized.

Sometimes when I was busking on the street no one stopped, and I made nothing. Sometimes I struck gold. I wrote about whatever the person standing in front of me said, and I’ll be the first to confess that I didn’t love all the poetry that I wrote. But I never had a person return a poem I’d written for them.

More than writing, what I was giving my patrons was the gift of listening. But I was the beneficiary of vicarious living too, walking a mile in the shoes of anyone who would let me, bearing witness to their struggles and triumphs.

It made me realize that traditional creative spaces can be counterproductive precisely because they are divorced from the audiences who will finally see what gets made there. Of course there’s a huge value to incubation time, but so often what I would create in private wasn’t that interesting to anyone else. I was writing what I needed, but not necessarily what was needed in the world. In theater, where I started, it was so easy to spend hours in rehearsals behind closed doors and then wonder why audiences didn’t come.

In contrast, people would stop whatever they were doing to come to the typewriter. They’d look uncomfortable for a few seconds when I asked what they needed a poem about, then open up completely. Something about the presence of an anachronism-laden poet demanded it, whatever the context. I knew few of my patrons had read even a single poem since high school. But they were reverent when I handed them the scraps of paper on which I recorded and transformed the stories they shared with me into something resembling a poem. The concept of “poetry” itself was romantic, even nostalgic, much like the typewriter, the byproduct of a bygone era with all the allure of the past, but living and breathing and right in front of them, something they could talk to, a legacy to find themselves in or else insert themselves and correct the record.

What jailbreaking the writer’s desk from the study did was invite real-time collaboration and exchange, not just with people who considered themselves artists but with folks from all walks of life. Often, as I wrote, people would keep talking, unable to stop sharing details of their lives. Writing became a game, a mad dash to translate new information into metaphor and verse in real time.

Not content just to receive poems, some people at the typewriter would share poems they’d written with me, often pieces of writing they’d never showed anyone but carried privately for years. They weren’t asking for feedback, just for me to see what they’d done, like they were trying to find out, not if the poems were good, but if something as intimate as someone’s first attempts at poetry was even allowed.

What I didn’t expect was that my relationship with Jonathon from the real estate company would continue for years—that he’d eventually invite me to his wedding, that I’d hold his firstborn child and write a poem for her years later. My poems hang on that family’s walls. “I was just out of a bad breakup,” Jonathon says, recounting the story of how we met years later, “I was looking for something to hang on to. Then you appeared out of the mist!” This is the story that he tells people when they ask how he got interested in art and started writing poetry—and now he’s prolific, and not shy about it, performing his own writing all over LA.

I was taking a break from writing at an ArtWalk when I offered my spot at the typewriter to an eight-year-old girl. I was ahead of my goal, halfway through the month challenge to pay rent with poetry. I had been writing in the sun for hours on the riverfront as families passed by on their way between galleries and kids’ activities. The girl at my typewriter was the child of the street vendors selling food under a tent next to me and had been watching me work silently for the last ten minutes. Whenever kids came to my typewriter, I’d learned to let them have a turn rather than trying to write for them. This was partly generosity and partly self-preservation—kids could be the harshest critics.

The quiet girl sat down at the typewriter, tentative at first as she learned her way around the machine. Most kids write their names and are content to do that and then wander off, but not her. I waited a few minutes, watching her write with complete concentration and no signs of slowing down. It was the perfect time to take a break and get a burrito. When I turned back, the child had a line of people waiting to get a poem from her!

What I was selling was not even poetry, it was the presence of the poet: a performance of listening and writing. Anyone could do that performance, and so the poet could be anyone—in fact, the















OEBPS/images/9780062870247_Cover.jpg
“Full of heart, of quest and compassion, The Poetry of Strangers is a hook like no other. A text we have heen
dreaming of—the act of empowering invisibilized peoples, literature, and human beings in danger.”
—JUAN FELIPE HERRERA, poet laureate emeritus of the United States
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