Poetry Challenge 2012-13 

Connections is pleased to include submissions from this season's New Year Poetry Challenge (NYPC), initiated by Modesto Poet Laureate Gillian Wegener, now in its third year. We want to thank the Poets and "non-poets" from the Modesto Area and around the US who have had great fun with Gillian's creative prompts, several of which focused upon peace, justice and a sustainable environment. More poetry was submitted than could fit into the print copy, and Connections has gone digital. Be sure to sign up online to receive the digital copy, and please check for hard copies at our distribution sights.

Quote: "There is nothing to see here." Write a poem.

The streets are quiet here early mornings.

Seagulls hunker in the school yard.

Juncos peck at the winter lawns.

Someone comes out in a bathrobe and socks

and picks up the paper. Inside, 

there’s coffee, buttered toast. Inside,

the radio’s on, tuned to the news

which is tuned to the latest despair.

O love, it’s blind luck that we find ourselves here

and not in a land where souls lift themselves

daily out of rubble and ash. Dumb luck

that we have enough food, that we move freely,

read freely, that so far our child has survived.

We’ve done nothing to earn this from our craven world.

And yet, here we are, ten thousand busy days ahead,

mostly ordinary, mostly safe in our tidy spaces,

mirrors reflecting back our slight discomfort.

The seagulls will rise into the coming days.

The juncos will head for the trees.

The radio news will keep reporting its lists of sorrows.

And we’ll hold our breaths that our luck will hold, 

that we’ll never make news at the top of the hour,

that there will always be nothing to see here.

— Gillian Wegener

A KINDER PLACE

A six year old girl plays dead

and escapes with her life.

"This was not a dream."

I feel so sad that this was not

a nightmare, a horrible creation

of my mind that I can wake up from,

that we can all wake up from,

then everything will be alright.

Instead, my heart is racing. I know

this to be a horrible creation of my culture.

We fear any restrictions

on our Second Amendment;

We are quick to go to war;

We produce most of the world's

violent films, video games,

violent and misogynistic song lyrics.

We glorify hard-ass, "Your fired" bullies;

We rarely reach out to the

elderly, isolated, homeless, different.

We let corporations buy our politicians,

Who then repeatedly shrink

funding for our schools, mental health,

and community service programs.

I want the world to wake up from this nightmare;

I want every person to have a full belly,

a warm home, good medical care. I want each

person to be surrounded with love and compassion,

especially when they feel like hurting

themselves, or suiting up in body armor,

grabbing semi-automatic weapons,

and killing as many people as they can.

I want to turn back the clock to the

First Moment this hurting Person was

feeling deep pain and self-loathing.

I want to hold him in my arms and say,

"Your mind is being a terrorist right now.

Let all of us who love you help you heal your pain

and turn these hellish thoughts around

When you are healed, you can help

one other person who is suffering,

because you will have the Great Compassion

that comes from the Deep Place of Knowing

what it feels like to be alone and afraid.

You can change your thoughts;

You can learn to love yourself;

You can save lives rather than take them;

You can be a part of something very big...

transforming the world into a kinder place."

— Chyrill Turner
WILD HONEY

It started with honey from wild bees in a stone wall, black

as molasses brewing in the hidden hive perhaps for decades.

We strained out the wax and bee bodies, funneled the honey

into jars and lined them up in rows along the kitchen shelf. 

Next the home baked bread, living yeast at its soaring heart,

hands kneading the dough in loving massage, shaping it 

into the simple warm golden wonder that has amazed for

centuries. Real butter always and this time wild honey.

· Sheila D. Landre

MODESTO

One big crossroads, McHenry Avenue, north and south,

Briggsmore, east and west.  Go far enough that way and

you will reach the ocean, the other way the Sierra foothills.

Just two short days to Canada, one long one to Mexico.

One big crossroads, so much like everybody’s homeland

left behind.  Hot, flat farmland where grapes and almonds

grow, peaches, corn, with water from the south and from 

the mountain snow, an oasis for the thirsty, the dispossessed.

One big crossroads where I came as a married woman with 

two kids and a little education.  Now single and retired, I’ve been 

a student and a teacher all my life. What is left I will live here,

because I chose this road, this shady place in a hot flat land.

— Sheila D. Landre

Boxes

Bodies in boxes jetted for home

Carefully lowered within earth’s loam

Flags in graveyards honor their fights

Do we really embrace our precious rights?

War in boxes, bits, bytes, high def-TV

Do we acknowledge freedom? Choose liberty?

Remember those boxes beneath our earth

And pause for liberties we have inherited from birth


— Jenny Krajewski

Consequences

Melting arctic ice

Typhoons and hurricanes roar

Coastal cities drown

Greenhouse gasses spew unchecked

Are these events related? 

— Lynn M. Hansen

Haiku on War

a country destroyed

weary from ten years of war

Afghanistan weeps

bunker busters drop

rocket propelled grenades land

prospects for peace dim

we are safe at home

war zone news sanitized

reduced to sound bites 

surge troops return home

to hospital or graveyard

sacrifice supreme 

a son goes to war

post traumatic stress syndrome

a hero’s reward

— Lynn M. Hansen

Arctic Tanka

Solitary floes

Carry polar bears away

From one another.

I dream of heat and silence

and vanishing white on blue.

— Linda Scheller

Winning Is Losing

I. Two cats roil

and snarl on a car

roof. Two more

fight on the next

car. Both cars 

race away. Which 

cat dies last?

II. My country blasts

natural gas and oil

from shale thousands

of feet underground

using millions of gallons

of highly pressured

water laced with toxins.

Benzene, chloroform,

methane, butane, propane,

toluene and xylene drift

in the air nearby. Arsenic,

sulfates, chromium, chloride,

strontium, germanium

contaminate the aquifers.

The tails fall off cows,

calves are born dead.

Humans limp and gasp

for breath. Their teeth fall

out. They urinate blood.

We can thank Dick Cheney

for this, for federal exemptions

from the Clean Air and Water

Acts, from the Toxics Release

Inventory, from the Resource

Conservation and Recovery

Act, from the National

Environmental Policy Act

and so, fracking proliferates

unregulated. Leftover poisons 

proliferate too, a dirty little secret 

lodging in our organs while

the richest of the wealthy

buy gold-covered chocolates 

and bigger blood diamonds

as bait for new mistresses 

to populate their underground

survival mansions. 

III. Two cats roil

and snarl and shred

each other on the roof

of a car hurtling

into the darkest cave.

— Linda Scheller

Our Town Linda Toren

Winter light reflects, divides

itself between oak and pine

the bare necessities of life exist

on the leading edge of altitude.

Our town is so small

you can walk the length of Main Street

in the few minutes it takes

to explain what rural really is.

Rural can be what we don’t have –

clinic, bank, drug store, supermarket.

Or what we do have –

fresh air, community, space.

One night a mountain lion

screamed along the trail and

my goat called back … foolish

announcements aside

One morning a tree fell.

We all heard the rush

as it raced through thin air, 

observed the cloud of dust.

Rural is fresh eggs, goat milk,

vegetables put up from garden

produce, the patience to make

blackberry cordial.

Rural is egg-eating skunks,

foxes in the chicken yard,

grumpy roosters and

a sky full of stars.

Our town is so small

everyone knows everyone

and takes care about 

this sword that cuts both ways.

— Linda Toren

Litany of Excuses

Vietnamization has been taken down the road.

If only the villagers might become our friends.

Each soldier packs a miniature Arabic dictionary.

Everyone remembers the French children snapping up the American gum.

How have we managed to blow up yet another wedding procession.

The lieutenant only wanted to look under her burka.

I think it’s fair to remind everyone we have changed sides.

A tour of duty repeats itself but is not refundable.

The mayor seemed encouraging and awarded us contracts.
How do you say “we didn’t know” and “we’re going now”?

— Sharon Olson

Haiku for the NRA

No good guys with guns

bring gifts of peace on this earth.

Hate-silencers, please…

— Gary Thomas
Skating on thin Ice 
If the man-made lagoon were still there in front of the log lodge

next to the Rock River

if they hadn’t paved it over 

to provide more parking

and if I were still nine years old

getting up at seven on the weekend

knotting the laces of my skates

so I could carry them over my shoulder putting on double layers of sweater and jacket snow pants and long underwear

mittens, hat and scarf

knocking on

Beverly Perrone’s door

so we could go together down to

the lagoon to skate 

If it were so, now

those fish that we saw frozen

beneath the lagoon surface would be moving Pete, the custodian, wouldn’t dare

take a tractor out to test the ice

we might try skating the edge

listening for splits and crackles

and there would be stories of drowned children and signs of warning

and to be honest

what Western mother today

would let her nine-year-old daughter

out of her sight, without adult supervision.

free as a bird, to test the ice

— Karen Hansis Baker 

Considering that the U.S. has been at war for nearly 10 years now, write a poem. The poem should not be longer than 15 lines.

REST IN PEACE

Tonight the news is full of horror.

Another school shooting, almost thirty dead,

mostly children. The coverage never ends.

At last I leave the TV to its repeating

massacres past and present

and go to my room; pick up an old novel: 

a duel to the death by mistake 

of identity. Enough of that, something less 

Victorian. Another story, girl fleeing 

her bloody homeland, marauding gangs 

of murderers, her family dead. My dog 

snuggles up beside me on the bed, offers her 

chest and belly for a rub. I stroke her

again and again. Almost ten years

now, again, our country's been at war.

—Taylor Graham 

This first poem was written for a prompt regarding 10 years of U.S. involvement in Middle East wars…

LOST IN THE MOMENT

Most of the Rebel soldiers who charged at Gettysburg

probably weren’t thinking about slavery or states’ rights;

they were just trying to reach the stone wall a mile in the distance –

and how that fit into the big picture of the entire Civil War

is lost in the moment, becomes simply one more order

to follow without question,

one more opportunity to put your life on the line

for the Big Cause, except too many soldiers die

thinking they are simply trying to reach the top of the stairs,

the other side of a street or field,

any number of goals that seem so small

compared to the enormous sacrifice they are making,

the largeness of their lives that are lost

— Nancy Haskett

Tanka on the topic of climate change:

Blue arctic ice melts

Rivers cannot be contained

Ocean waters rise

Politicians squander time

Drowning in their denials

— Nancy Haskett

Day One: Tanka about climate, climate change, climate dreams

Ghost Town Reportage:

The northern lake beds, long dry.

Memories of fish.

Five years drought gutted this place.

Now floods carry away the bones.

— Laura Dickinson-Turner

PROMPT: Write a poem either from the point of view of or directed to the worst motel/hotel room in which you have stayed.

I am old, dirty, and worn out. I have been this way for a very long time. 

I frequently house liquor soaked addicts and whores in a bad part of town.

When I was younger I distinctly remember two teenagers clinging to each other and hiding away within my walls hoping never to be found.

Aching for loves first young experiences within my dingy sheets, I was transformed into a magical place. 

I was alive with excitement and hope. 

I miss them.

— Maribeth Arendt 
“Witches of Commerce”

From whence came, these strange ladies three

Who carry booty in bags and follow me

My skin feels tighter, my soul is rubble

They chant, Double double toil and trouble

Tales of treasures, of fortunes I’m told

I get to the building, my heart is left cold

Begone ye peddlers, I straighten my hair NOT

Interloper approaches and lunacy hence begot

Mother, sister, child, y’all

I love you dearly, but I HATE the mall!

— Dahlia Martinez

Write a poem entitled "Poem for the World's Last Day." 

“Poem for the World's Last Day

A thief comes in the night, unheard, unseen.

Not even a moment does he grant to plead.

He leaves with all that ever might have been.

Thus everything he renders incomplete.

A cobra strikes, no venom leaves its fang.

A guillotine falls only halfway down.

A bomb explodes but no one hears its bang.

A boy is dropped but never hits the ground.  

(That falling boy was once a fish on land,

Who made a fire and scorched the living earth.

Then killed its kin and called itself a man,

Sat down and made some plans to do far worse.)

While falling, the boy looks around at the world in awe,

And feels the shame of all that came before. 

— Martin Baker
"Peace is the answer"

Pretend you're a warrior

Explain your war

As righteous or worthy?

Cause? What cause? 

Everyone’s heard that before

Insist on changing 

Something so tired

The battle ground is you

Heed the call to disarm

Explain to your children

All war is senseless 

Nothing good can ever come from it 

Stop all this nonsense 

War, is war on yourself

Expecting more than needed

Retreat to the peace inside 

— Joseph Scalero

ODE TO THE POTATO

Nothing much, an

Apple from earth,

Humble as dirt,

It nourishes well

The perpetual poor;

Neither spicy nor

Sweet, drawing no

Attention to itself,

But ample as

A nourishing gift.

So plain in

Bowl or pot—

May we also

Be as simple

And modest food;

May we learn

How to serve

All who deserve

That blessing of

Its perpetual worth.

— Salvatore Salerno

Climate Change

Whether ellipses,

thunder-and-lightning blindness,  

ghosts from within, or

apocalypses: human

magic and the evidence. 

— Stella B.

