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Things Are. Redhawk, 2024.
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It must have been great fun
for Thomas Love Peacock in
1820, tweaking the noses of the
Romantics in “The Four Ages

of Poetry,” provoking Shel-

ley’s high-flown response in “A
Defence of Poetry.” Two cen-
turies separate that philosophic
spat from Kathryn Campbell's
excoriation of TikTok poets for
writing “sandbar sentences that
could be written by just about
any fourteen-year-old.” Sven
Birkerts's words bemoaning
"young media-infected poet[s]”
in his 1989 essay “The Rage of
Caliban” (from The Electric Life)
seem both prophetic and quaint
in this post-truth age, with all
our anxieties ratcheted up.t Who
can blame us for that anxiety
when looming over us is the
specter of Al, able to play all
the parlor games of the OulLiPo
poets in a nano-second.

And yet — Chen Chen looks up
at the night sky, as poets have
done since the dawn of time, and
writes “i love you to the moon
§."2 The CantoMundo poets nur-
ture each other in ways the Lake
Poets could not have foreseen.
And poets Britt Kaufmann and
Tony Robles, meanwhile, are at
work in the real world, facing
real-life exigencies that do not
allow time for literary squab-
bling. Their new collections
employ the kind of language
that Wallace Stevens prescribed
in “Of Modern Poetry” when he
said, “It has to be living, to learn
the speech of the place.” Each

of them repurposes that speech
to fruitful ends for both them-
selves and for readers.

Britt Kaufmann's Midlife
Calculus chronicles her expe-
rience as a high school math
tutor (which she describes as
a combination of kindergarten
aide and embedded wartime
reporter) during the early, most
frightening days of the Covid
epidemic. That experience
causes her to confront the vari-
ous pathologies with which her
students grapple: dysfunctional
families, gun violence, addiction
and alcoholism, hunger and
poverty. It also coincides with
her own midlife grapplings with
identity, mortality, and purpose.
In the esoteric language of
mathematics, Kaufmann finds

a way to explore and express
these struggles.

A thread of prayer runs
through this collection, appear-
ing first as a supplication for
guidance in “Coastal Prayer”:
“Give me a rule to follow: / The
constant rule through all these
changes, / The power rule to not
give in, / Devise some rule so |
can make a difference.” There
are prayers for healing in the
face of a Covid epidemic that
her poem “Scaffolding” describes
as “increasing in amplitude / as
though the full moon refused to
wane, / would, rather, spiral in to
meet the sea.” There are prayers
drawn from Julian of Norwich
or, in “Teaching on a Full Moon
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Friday,” from the intonations of her mother’s
church: “Peace before me, / Peace behind me. /
Peace beneath my feet. . .”

After an opening trio of poems establishing

where Kaufmann is as a person and as a writer, the

next two poems confront the tensions between
the daily exigencies she faces and her existential
concerns. “This year | will . . . " begins by address-
ing funding needs and how to explain algebraic
equations. The poem’s conclusion, though, with
its artfully employed zeugma, expands to a much
broader concern applying to both her students
and herself, as Kaufmann must

fillin for missing teachers,
bust vapers in the bathroom,
work literal equations
and maybe wonders,
figure the balance between expectations
and grace.

Not surprising to anyone who's worked in a public
school, grace is needed daily. Her poem “AMath,”
which — with a perhaps deliberate touch of irony
— precedes a series of poems that grumble about
students, parents, interpersonal agendas, and
social media distraction, ends with this: “change
my grumblings to prayer: / work through me / the
miracle due these students.”

“Bucket List” uses the language of mathematics
and academic concerns: finding a value, pursuing
tangents to a point, the daily routine of working
things, and the career goals one might encour-
age students to pursue. Its conclusion, though,
reaches beyond grades and degrees: “Become
a polyglot in self-forgiveness. / The differences
between become / small and smaller as we
approach infinity.”

Throughout the collection, the poems expand
the meanings of their terms. “Constant,” for exam-
ple, begins with a pair of clichés: “the only con-
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stant is change” and "“it is what it is.” But Kaufmann
begins to push us beyond clichés:

The coach’s wife says to him,
“Nothing changes if nothing changes.”
He says nothing, but nods.

Always plot time on the x-axis:
It's the independent variable, always marching on.
Until it isn't.

The poem turns on the line, “How flat our first
knowledge becomes,” when platitudes are left
behind and the poem takes us through the mys-
teries of the earth goddess Pachamama, into

the spirals of DNA, and then outward to celestial
motion, all in order to close with this view: “"How
precious this tiny world we burn. A magi’s gift: /
watch chain and tortoise shell become slag and
ash. / For what purpose, this rain of myrrh?”

Britt Kaufmann reading on the day of her
book launch at the Carolina Mountains Literary
Festival in Burnsville, NC, 6 Sept. 2024

When her students ask another age-old question,
when will they ever use calculus or trigonometry,
Kaufmann’'s poem “Series & Rotations” provides a
stark (and ever more pertinent) answer:

Drop the needle on this blues song:

You cannot use knowledge never learned,
though it can be used against you.
And in your ignorance
you will depend on the mercies,
or the lack thereof,
of those calculating their own interests,
who do master numbers —
for math and money are links
in chains of power and oppression.

As readers become acclimatized to Kaufmann'’s
language, they will recognize that the “oscillat-
ing regression” of “No One really Understands
Gravity” is depression, that the barycenter of that
poem is a mother’s grief “with voids so heavy /
they buckle our knees.” Yet there are prayers of
thankfulness in poems such as “When dyslexics
learn trigonometry” and “Abigail 1/700,” a clever
riff on Leonard Cohen. There are similar witty
gems throughout this collection, and always
compassion is central. “We focus on circles — /
what is within our control, / and what we must let
go,” Kaufmann writes in “New Math.” That poem
begins with a litany of exercises for coping with
anxiety and ends with

Some days we break the rules
and hold each other

through tears,

promise,

You are not alone.

The collection’s emotional arc ends with
something less than resolution but more than
acceptance. The last few poems form a sort of
coda, after the school year has been wiped away.
“Psalms” echoes “Enrolled,” the first poem in the
collection, giving new meaning to that poem'’s
curious ending: “Sign me up. / It is all self-inflict-
ed.” In the conclusion to “Psalms,” Kaufmann
writes, “The hurts | hold / in my heart are mine — /
of my own making.” Don't mistake either of these
comments as self-pitying or resigned. Take them
as an acceptance of self, an assertion of agency in
the progression of one’s life, whether line or arc
or algorithm.

“Methods” employs the trope of the palimpsest,
used earlier to compare the mind to a dry erase
board that is never quite clear or the promise of
a new year in a pristine new notebook. This time
it is the surf that can "wash errant steps smooth,

/ turn over a sparkling new view” as a mother

and daughter fill their hands with shells. The final
poem, “Fata Morgana,” looks out from that shore
and seems to end in a moment of Keatsian numb-
ness, pondering whether to drift or chart a course.

Before taking leave of these poems, one should
have another look at the collection’s title poem,
which illustrates one of the volume's key accom-
plishments: how Kaufmann takes the language and
concepts of mathematics and employs them to
express a more transcendent meaning. Yes, there
is a formula to measure the volume of a glass, but
learning how to measure a life is a different matter:

| have learned enough, now,

to measure precisely how much it holds,
the irregular curves —

less the difference of the holes life left —
and yet, my heart is still full.

The poems in this collection lead one to believe
that Kaufmann found a heart-filling purpose
and made a meaningful difference in the lives of
these students.

In the introduction to Where the Warehouse
Things Are, Tony Robles describes his experi-
ence in the title setting as a time of “building and
repairing what was broken in me.” The introduc-
tion and the poem “Warehouse Part II” relate an
anecdote about a trainer describing his boxer’s
need to summon inner resources: “courage / heart
/ fortitude.” After his introduction describes the
circumstances that led Robles to the warehouse
job assembling wheelchairs and walkers and com-
modes, his poems incrementally flesh out the
story and its effects on him.

In some ways it is a familiar story in a society
where writing alone seldom pays the bills. “Paper-
back” asks,

How many writers
work in warehouses?
How many stories are
on the shelves waiting?

How many poems are
collected by the dust mop, sweeping
across floor's memory?
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For Robles, however, the job
provides much more than just a
paycheck. As “Pushcart” puts it,
in every part of this experience,
he is “pushed // towards poetry.”
“Warehouse Part 11" illustrates
how Robles imagines elements
of his surroundings come to

life as "an audience of / card-
board boxes of all sizes / storing
cheers, boos, hisses.” The lan-
guage of tools — leaf blowers,
forklifts, pushcarts, dustmops,
and all manner of hand tools -
is ubiquitous. He employs his
new vocabulary in “Wrench of
the earth,” which begins,

To wrench a poem from
between one’s teeth while
working in a warehouse

using the wrench
as if a toothpick
is an act of genius

E Tony Robles participating in the
Juniper Bends reading series at Story
Parlor, Asheville, NC, 19 Sept. 2025

“Wrenches have names,” the
poem continues, scrolling their
names down the page:

Crowfoot
socket
lug
dogbone
spoke
torque
impact

Of course, Robles is enamored
with the sounds of these names,
and being enamored with
unfamiliar words and sounds

is central to the story of his
regeneration.

The poem titled simply “Ware-
house” describes how working
with boxes prompts Robles to
make an introspective list:

| ask myself which box
1 will check:
African-American
Filipino

55 or older

college grad

single

married

divorced

His poem “Fork Lift" fleshes out
his personal and family history:

| think of my father,

a working man who made it
possible for me to lift a fork
to my mouth

| stabbed at food with a
fork that my father

had provided

And sometimes he put
down his fork and ate

with his hands, thick brown
hands like a true Filipino

“Internee” presents a roll call
of names from a dark chapter
in the history of both his family
and his nation:

Poston
Manzanar
Tule Lake
Gila River
Jerome
Roher
Granada
Minindoka

As Robles is accepted into the
easy camaraderie of the ware-
house, as he listens to the back-
ground music, or even as he
cuts open a box, memories of
family arise to become poems.
The tender and empathetic
way that Robles describes his
coworkers is central to their
power. “Warehouse kind men” is
dedicated to seven of them:

Every tool in

the book kind men

Drills and bits and

pieces kind men

Top 40 hit from the

past, jazz and classical
and eclectic sounds from
lung’'s chambers kind men

The poem is an expansive and
joyful portrait of how they share
friendship and “laughter like /
confetti from their / guts.”

“The Girls Part " is a portrait
in miniature that focuses on
a woman's hands, swollen by
work and time. It begins

Swollen with
Water the fragrance of
Crushed flowers

TONY ROBLES was named the Carl Sandburg Writer in Residence by the Friends of Carl
Sandburg in Flat Rock, NC, in 2020. Where the Warehouse Things Are was shortlisted
for the 2025 Roanoke-Chowan Award for Poetry. His previous works include Cool Don't
Live Here No More — A Letter to San Francisco (Ithuriel's Spear, 2015), Fingerprints of a

Hunger Strike (Ithuriel's Spear, 2017), and Thrift Store Metamorphosis (Redhawk, 2023). His
poetry, short stories, and essays have appeared in numerous publications. A self-described
“janitor by day, professor by night,” he continues to work as a warehouse tech and to teach
creative writing in the MFA graduate program at Lenoir-Rhyne University in Hickory, NC.

Swollen with
The dirt of her mother's
Grave

The poem goes on to describe
her humble, deferential manner,
then ends by describing

Her hands
Holding the sorrow of
The sweetest flower afloat

Tending the garden
That is the warehouse

Pulling light from flowers
Trapped in boxes

shaping it with her
hands

Laughter is a thread through-
out Robles’s collection. In
“Warehouse Veteran,” a cowork-
er whose uniformed picture is
on display is described as

A quiet man

who can't escape

the air, the earth of that other part
of the world

His laughter
comes out in rapid fire
reveille

an ambush
of riddles

More often the laughter sprouts
from joy and shared experience
with people whom Robles has
clearly come to love.

There are stylistic distractions
here: often haphazard capital-
ization, sometimes unfortunate
choices of line breaks, and

places where the poetic energy
lags. But the voice is sincere and
engaging, the imagery is fresh
and arresting, and the insights
into his mental journey capture
one's attention and sympathy.
Along with poems about memo-
ries, several describe surreal
moments. For example, in “Laid
to rest,” while disinfecting cots
for the VA, Robles imagines a
conversation with a veteran who
might have died on one of those
cots. Though Robles first envi-
sions the man as elderly, the man
is dressing for his senior prom.
Their conversation ends,

“This way, sir,” | say

And the man walks towards the
garage door and the light hits him
and now he is young

“Where are you going?” | ask
To the prom he says, smiling

He walks away and | watch
until he disappears

Robles is at his best when he
uses shorter lines to maintain
intensity. A good example of
that energy and his memorable
imagery is “Warehouse Leaf
Blower,” in which

Leaves are

Blown across concrete
Off course

leaves

of every color

tumbling like starfish

Seeking escape
To Satchmo's
Lips

“Warehouse Veteran” provides
another searing image, that of
flags “Stitched in silence / Rung
with blood cursed hands.” This
image illustrates a key feature of
the collection, how Robles gives
us insights into the experiences,
both good and bad, which have
shaped him and his coworkers.

In the collection’s final poem,
“Warehouse Clock,” Robles
imagines the clock telling him
that his coworkers “are where
they're supposed to be,” using
the tools they need to do their
work. To Robles, however, it
says, “you have nothing more
to / prove here.” For him, it is
time to pick up his pen and to
“Go out and / do what you were
meant to do // Be a witness . . .
testify.”

These poems are a compelling
and emotionally rich testimony.
Kaufmann and Robles's col-
lections chronicle journeys of
self-discovery spent doing good
work from which these poets
gained as much as they gave. In
each case, “the speech of the
place” gave them new stylistic
resources, new tropes to share
their experience. But more
important than quadratic equa-
tions or Allen wrenches are the
stories they articulate with kind-
ness and insight. Apart from any
critical assessment of how well
either follows formulae or uses
the tools of poetry, Kaufmann
and Robles have accomplished
what the best poetry has always
done: expanded our awareness
of the human condition. m

A E Tony Robles at the Hickory
Literary Festival in Hickory, NC,
12 Apr. 2025






