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Chop Suey for the Soul: My Poetic Journey
	I’ve always hated Dr. Seuss. My parents used to read me Green Eggs and Ham because the one character is called Sam-I-Am, but I hated being called Sam and I hated eggs and ham. For the first decade of my life, I just hated poetry in general. Maybe it was that particular story or maybe it was the countless Shakespeare sonnets I had to read in school. Regardless, my distaste for poetic verse did not turn out to be a chronic condition. Rather on the contrary, poetry soon came to be one of my favorite things. 
I very clearly remember writing my first poem. I was ten years old: short, scrawny, freshly out of fourth grade, and firmly in the middle of puberty. Even better, I had just moved 750 miles from the liberal coasts of Massachusetts to the conservative cornfields of Indiana. Ten-year-old me liked to write in that vague way that all ten year olds “like” to write but I was intensely passionate about the work I produced. Honestly, I hadn’t ever truly written anything of any consequence, but my fourth grade teacher took notice of my interest. This was notable since I had spent most of that year in a quiet ball of nerves, sick to my stomach every morning at the thought of having to catch the bile-colored bus to a tiny school where I had next to no friends and even less motivation. So, nearing the end of the school year from hell, my teacher called me to her desk and gleefully produced a glossy brochure for the annual creative writing summer camp at Butler University. I took one look at the cheery boldfaced type and the pictures of shiny, smiling people and decided that sounded like the worst possible way to spend a week of my summer. I flashed my best impression of a winning smile and gave a fake and flaky “thanks” to my teacher, while I mentally tossed that paper right into the trash. Of course, my parents were thrilled with the idea and signed me up right away. 
	Each day of camp was themed. My camp counselor started off our “Poetry Day” by projecting a single image on the tarp-like screen at the front of the room. I waited with infinite patience as the humming box bored its beam of light at the screen, illuminating the wall in a wash of blue before slowly fading to an image of a painting, suspended in midair like the many thoughts that were supposed to be drifting through our heads. I flipped the frayed and fibrous cover of my notebook and stared at the endless expanse of snowy white, struck through here and there by the sable veins of the margins.
	The painting was an early Edward Hopper work, called Chop Suey (Figure 1). It’s a lovely piece, balancing oranges and blues using thick paint and silky strokes. Such colors rarely work for artists, though some artists like Hopper and Vincent van Gogh are notably able to make such harsh and contrasting colors look beautiful overlaid with one another. Chop Suey has such a stillness to it, though it’s clear from the context of the painting that the room depicted in this work is a hub of endless chatter and ceaseless noise. The women in the painting face off with each other, silent, while the world spins around them.
Of course, I didn’t process any of this information at the time (in fact, I mistakenly assumed the woman facing away from the viewer was actually a man). Instead, I gazed at my pencil and darted my eyes back and forth between the painting and my blank notebook. After what was probably five minutes but felt like maybe hours or days, I felt a shift within myself. The metaphorical cogs in my brain began churning once again and the words floated to the surface of my brain like breadcrumbs in soup. I felt at once overcome with emotion and my hand [image: ../Screen%20Shot%202017-01-31%20at%2010.46.37%20AM.png][image: HopperChopSuey.jpg]began to frantically move across the page. Thus, in an instant, I became a poet. Figure 2     My first poem, from summer 2009
Figure 1     Chop Suey (1929) by Edward Hopper


It’s difficult to pinpoint who or what exactly caused this change inside me. Perhaps, initially, it was just the whole situation of having to come up with a creative piece on the spot that served as a sort of literacy sponsor for me. Maybe sweltering in the sticky heat of that stuffy classroom incubated the dreams and stories inside my head into something more. And of course I wanted to impress my counselor and fellow camp-goers with my writing prowess.
	That week was an instrumental time in developing my love of writing. The five days I spent flitting between the cold concrete of the university walls and the damp refuge of the campus gardens were a blur of ideas and frenetic writing. Malcolm X said in his autobiography that during his time in prison, he “would guess [he] wrote a million words” (121). I felt very similar during those initial few days after writing my first poem. I felt like I couldn’t stop pushing the words out of me. I then began to read the poetry of all the greats: Edgar Allan Poe, Emily Brontë, Sylvia Plath. Like Malcolm, I felt that “no university would ask any student to devour literature as I did when this new world opened to me” (122). I swallowed those poems whole like I had been starving for months on end. The greatest incentive I ever had for learning to write and consume poetry was reading the words of those I saw to be the best at scratching out their feelings in the shape of letters and sentences. Poe and Plath and Brontë were some of my most influential sponsors on this journey to become literate in the ways of the poetic arts. I knew if I tried hard enough, I could write just like them and I could do it better.
Later, I began to realize that the art itself served as a literacy sponsor for me. During that same summer writing camp, we walked to the Indianapolis Art Museum and were permitted to wander around for hours and write about what we saw and felt. I remember sitting on smooth, hard benches with my fingers curled around a golf pencil (because they didn’t allow pens in the galleries) as I described the brushstrokes and shadows and shapes of the art surrounding me from every angle. As I’ve gotten older, I’ve come to appreciate the beauty in art more fully, and it’s easy to draw parallels between the feelings I get when looking at a painting that amazes me and the feelings I get when I manage to encapsulate my feelings in writing. Incidentally, my interest in writing poetry about artwork led to me becoming interested in learning about the art itself further down the road, effectively serving as the catalyst for a new kind of personal literacy.
	I have struggled with my mental health for most of my life. Though I remained undiagnosed for several years after beginning to write poetry, the discord in my head often found its way to the page even then. Many people would rather not believe their mental illness has ever been of use to them, but for me I consider it one of the greatest contributors to my becoming literate as a poet. Many of the works of art we hold most dear were created by an artist or writer struggling with their own brain. I know, for me, my best work has always seemed to come out of my darkest moments.
In terms of my personal literacy practices, my methodology is a very “wash, rinse, repeat” process. I have found that the simple act of sitting down with my journal or my laptop and writing out my thoughts and ideas is the best way for me to produce poetry. I have also found that even jotting down snippets and fragments of a potential poem is beneficial. I frequently find myself opening the notes app on my phone and typing in a phrase that’s been stuck in the recesses of my mind. Later, I am able to combine these scraps into a larger body of work. This is extremely beneficial when I am suffering from writer’s block. 
[image: ../Screen%20Shot%202017-01-30%20at%201.58.46%20PM.png]	I additionally write poetry when I am struggling with something in my personal life, be it having a bad day or having an argument with someone. In this way, I use my writing as an emotional outlet and it has so far proved instrumental in being a way for me to ‘talk’ to someone when I don’t have the necessary words to actually have a conversation with some other person in my life. Stephen King compared writing to telepathy in his essay, “What Writing Is.” There have been many occasions where I have wished the subject of my poem could somehow hear what I’m trying to tell them without seeing the poem; I have wished we, too, could be “having a meeting of the minds” (King 106). 
The catharsis that writing poetry has always provided me with is perhaps the greatest sponsor for my fluency with the skill. I don’t believe at all that I am a prodigy when it comes to writing, but I believe I have become good at it through practice and repetition as I have tried to put my thoughts into words. Sherman Alexie said that his “love [of reading] had only one purpose. I was trying to save my life” (131). Like him, my writing was born out of “equal parts joy and desperation” because, though I loved to write, it was as necessary as breathing at times (Alexie 131). I was trying to save my own life by making sense out of it. I was trying to find an outlet that could bandage my wounds and rescue me.Figure 3     A recent work, from January 2017

	I think writing of any kind is a very personal sort of literacy. Not all writing is meant to be shared and most people would rather not share any of it. For me, I often feel bashful or self-conscious about my writing. I refrain from sharing my most personal thoughts because they are, after all, mine. However, I feel that writing should be shared from time to time, as long as the writer feels comfortable. I have found that sharing my own poetry (after scouring and nitpicking it half to death) is its own kind of catharsis. One is truly able to connect with another person when sharing this kind of personal information. The value of my writing comes from my own personal satisfaction with it, yes, but also when it allows me to connect with someone else. Much of my recent growth when it comes to my writing literacy is learning to be comfortable with sharing my work. It’s not the easiest thing in the world but it feels so genuinely good to have someone read my poetry and say, “I enjoy this and I understand what you mean.” Art is personal but the experience of sharing it is intrinsically rewarding.
	Four years after writing my first poem, I stood at a foreboding oak podium at the front of a lecture hall in the pharmacy building at Butler University. It was the last day of camp and, thus, time for the time-honored tradition of sharing something we had written that week. I felt cold sweat on the inside of my palm as my fingernails etched half-moons into the skin. The room was a bubble of chatter and laughter as my audience began to settle down. The screechy, starchy feedback of the microphone hissed out into the stuffy air as I introduced myself. I cleared my throat to keep my voice from trembling as I began.
	I focused on my breaths as I read the best poem I had written that week, trying to keep enough air in my lungs to reach the end of the page. The fluorescent lights in the room were buzzing bright as I looked up to glance at the audience, my family among them. When I finished, everyone clapped politely and I tiptoed back to my seat as the next presenter began reading her own work. As I began to come down from my adrenaline high, a breezy calm passed through my body. The girl sitting next to me leaned over. “That was really good,” she whispered. 
“Thank you,” I replied. 
	When it was time to leave, my family congratulated me as well. They were proud of me for creating my own little work of art. I was proud of myself for having the courage to speak my thoughts to a lecture hall full of my peers. Writing poetry has kept me sane in so many ways and has taught me to be brave in acknowledging and sharing my thoughts and feelings. The five-cent notebooks that were my Bible each summer have since been lost to the sands of time, but their contents will never quite leave my mind.
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Additional Poems
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Figure 8     Short poem from January 15, 2017
Figure 5     Poem from December 18, 2014
Figure 7     Poem from August 19, 2015
Figure 6     Poem from February 1, 2015
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chlorine continuum:
white-hot waves on seashell feet,
sting of sand like sugar-coated emotion.

blissful emptiness on a summer day,
sad and happy;
left and right.

one step forward on the pier,
two steps back into the sea.

tripping on splatters of anger,
falling into a melting pot of grief.

once-bright sunshine
dissolved into technicolor
and staining the worn wood
of bursts of laughter

in a silent room.

full moon rising

to gorge itself on nighttime ponderings,
cold like the burning embers

of a half-lit match,

smoldering beneath feet

in the salt and water of dreams.
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(one)

my fingernails keep getting shorter and shorter

as the space between then and now grows larger and larger still
and i haven’t found myself falling asleep lately

while falling in love with death;

i have found myself falling asleep lately

falling in love with you.

(two)

who ever said that love had to be

anything more than pure joy?

and who ever said i couldn’t believe in intimacy
being hugs and smiles and nothing more?

(three)

i’m having a lot of thoughts —

like always —

but right now they’re cocoa brown
and smell like vanilla-bean and
yellow

yellow

yellow.

(four)

who needs gods when you’re already invincible?
who needs to bow down and look up to the heavens
when you’ve already crushed your demons

under your heel

like the dirt and dust they already are?

(five)
you are all i ever need
and all i’ll ever bow down to;

call it piety —
icall it love.
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you and i are sparklers in damp heat,
fizzling out before we even hit the ground

iam cracking joints and early-morning disorientation;
you are lined paper and neat rows of math problems

you feel like olive-green jazz and sunshine

iam bristled dry grass after a fire,
ashes and smoke are my oldest friends

iam drowning in your aquamarine complacency
and this is a siren song

break my heart like you're breaking the surface
of tremulous waves

when you swim with sharks, you’re bound to bleed
and i was never good at swimming anyway
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1. there’s a girl who sits behind me in class
and reads dollar store romance novels.

she always smiles while she reads
and it makes me wonder what is in those pages
that brings her so much happiness.

11. i was realizing today that my hands are beautiful
and then i thought about how that’s such a strange source of beauty.

there’s just something about the vermillion veins,
like dancers under pale skin,
that makes me solidly aware of my humanity.

111 i love that odd feeling you get when reading or thinking,
when your brain becomes kind of like a cloud
or a wad of cotton.

idon’t know why they call it tunnel vision;
nothing’s clearer,
it’s all just hazy condensation inside my head.
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The woman looks directly at the man

Her words flow through her mind

But do not once exit her lips

Their eyes lock

A little clay teapot sits between them as though a stone on top of a waterfall
In the back, couples speak

Yet the man with his hands folded and the woman with the blue knit cap exchange thoughts
silently

‘With a shirt dark green like the grass, she stares

An empty dish sits before her as though she has already eaten

A lamp sits on the window sill; the window is half-covered and dim

The light stands there, unlit

“SUEY,” a sign and afternoon light,

They shine through like a spy watching through the glass

Does she know him? Has she met him?

She stares with questions, about to speak

But something holds her back

The wall a fiery orange, a shadow lurks behind them

Is it a person?

The woman wonders
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3 a.m. with the lights on

sleeping in my Sunday best

you’re muddling up my thoughts again
and I can’t get you out of my chest

I was fourteen years old

when I fell in love with a fever dream,

now I’m far too old to act like a child

but I wash my hair ‘til my thoughts are clean

Blue and black and black and blue,

I found myself in love with you
your heart didn’t break in the same way
so now these black bruises won’t go away

I’ll fill my veins with honey

and the caves of my hip bones with lye
because nothing lasts forever

but I will think of you until I die.
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“nothing gold can ever last forever,”
said the spaceman to the moon,
“but i have half a milligram of gold in my veins.”

“when i die, the stars can have it back
just so long as they return the favor
as their supernovae ravage the sky.”
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