At the Kitchen Table
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That doesn’t mean I don’t have a point of view on things, or
that I won’t defend it in the right circumstances. A panel discussion, however, is so very rarely that right circumstance.
TBR: What you’ve just said reminds me of your poem, “A
Simple Thing to Know,” in which a fellow from Mexico sits in an
American jail all weekend without food. No one offers him a meal,
and he’s too polite to ask for one.
AR: That actually happened not too long ago. I can relate
to the situation even though I’ve never experienced anything
so extreme myself. That particular poem is a story of manners—manners in the big sense of the word—and manners
are no longer the first thing we assume of others. So, of course
the authorities didn’t understand him, since manners—good
behavior, I mean here—are not part of a jail’s daily routine
and therefore not part of the jailer’s expectations.
TBR: That poem is in your book The Smallest Muscle in the
Human Body, which was a finalist in the 2002 National Book
Award. Did your kitchen-table philosophy serve you well during
the hectic week of sold-out award ceremonies in New York?
AR: Yes, but I have to say the whole experience was a little
like stepping out of a VW bus into a racy Corvette. The celebrity
attention lavished on the finalists was dazzling, certainly to me.
Keeping the kitchen table in mind, however, made the evening
table I did sit at seem friendly, and let me know I was in the right
place. I was with friends. I definitely enjoyed the wild ride,
though, every minute of it.
TBR: You’ve had a different kind of ride as a teacher for over
20 years. How do you balance teaching with writing?
AR: I’ve come to believe that teaching is a form of writing
that involves spoken words rather than those fixed on a page.
In teaching, I forfeit some personal writing time, but it’s for the
public purpose of sharing what I’ve learned and equipping students to write their own poems and stories. I certainly get a
great deal back from what I give in teaching, which is a version
of the kitchen-table dialogue that revolves around literary ideas
and creativity. It’s stimulating for me, and I hope for the students as well. Beyond that, and perhaps more importantly, I try
to remember all the things I was and was not taught myself, and
I try to imagine myself in that student’s chair. There was so
much I did not understand when I was a student, and I had no
business being in that limbo—and teachers had no business
leaving me there. As a teacher, that’s the information I want to
provide: the information, quite simply, that helps. This is like
what I said earlier about giving a reading. As a teacher, I’m
there for the moment. The information will be in the books,
well beyond me. My job is to do something more than what
books do.
TBR: After eight books and chapbooks of poetry, three story collections, and a memoir, how do you keep the writing fresh?
AR: Surprise is essential, and I think my capacity for it is
enormous and naive. For one thing, every story I tell is new,
even if I’ve told a version of it before. My memory is not very
good, so I don’t think I could exactly duplicate a story even if
I wanted to. And, of course, perspective changes as time

passes, and stories shift to fit the altered view. Also, I am very
much engaged with language and its wrestling match with
feelings. Although I appreciate dictionaries and the wealth of
words they contain, I realize there is much in the world that
can’t easily be defined by words alone. That untapped realm
excites me because it means my work as a writer will never be
done.
TBR: Do you read the works of others when you are in the middle of a writing project?
AR: I’ve been a voracious reader since childhood, but reading has never served as direct inspiration for my writing. The
truth is, in all my reading I’ve never said, “Oh, that’s exactly
how I feel.” If I did, I’d think there was nothing left for me to
contribute. What reading does do, however, is let me know
that such a thing as writing exists, and that makes me excited.
I also feel an interesting disconnect as a reader. When I am
reading a good book, I am in that book’s hands, and it’s all
about the book—not about me as a writer, not about analysis,
not about other books. When I read, I read. It is slow and delicious and wild. I am there for the horse ride.
TBR: Is another book of poems on the horizon?
AR: Actually, I think of The Year of Confusion, my
novel-in-progress, as a long book of poetry. But yes, there is also
a collection of poems in the works, based loosely on the love
story of my great-grandparents, Clemente and Ventura.
Everything I know about love will be mixed in with what I’ve
heard and imagined their story to be. The subtext, of course, is
that my great-grandparents’ love story is my story—perhaps
everbody’s story—or, anyway, the story we would want for ourselves if we were writing our own lines.
TBR: Of all the sensuous pleasures in life, which matters to you
most?
AR: I have a curious answer. Well-being. By that I mean
having the ability to breathe and walk, to move through the
day in good and regular ways, with the added bonus of getting
to report on these things. If we can be voyeuristic and
intrigued by all the salient and fleshy things we know about
and do to each other, why not the simple workaday things as
well? They don’t count less, finally, though they get no press.
I’m not saying I’m not interested in the other things, but
there’s something here worth thinking about. On any given
day, sexy is good. But it’s about, what, only 48 percent of the
day, really. What about all the other stuff?
TBR: Is well-being a pleasure you’ve come to appreciate in your
50th year?
AR: Yes, but it’s more. The moment that defined well-being
for me occurred when I was a boy. It was a Saturday, and for
some reason my parents had taken my brother and me for an
outing to a luxury hotel on the outskirts of Nogales. There must
have been a picnic or something, some kind of event, or we
would never have gone there. At the time, the hotel was called
Rancho Grande, but originally it was El Esplendor with a history of hosting movie stars on film location. That particular
morning, we walked to the edge of a hill that had a panoramic
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view of the Santa Cruz valley, a view that fit into the plans of
many Westerns. This view would bring John Wayne to Nogales
often. The day was warm. I stood with one foot up on a rock.
My hands were on my hips. My new jeans fit perfectly. As I surveyed the valley, I felt as great as I ever had and perhaps ever
would. It was a visceral moment of pure, simple pleasure—a
feeling of well-being that remains a benchmark to this day, a
moment I still treasure.
TBR: Well-being doesn’t have to be headline news, does it?
AR: No. It’s so often found in the ordinary dailiness of life.
There’s a poem in The Smallest Muscle in the Human Body
where I talk about drinking a glass of ice water. Anyone who’s
experienced a hot summer day in the Arizona desert knows
the perfection of that cold drink. In my experience, there is no
greater sense of well-being, and no pleasure more sensual,
than ice-cold water when you really need it. And a lot of it.
TBR: The poem with the ice water is “The Nipplebutton.” It’s
clearly an intimate poem.
AR: True. The poem is one of tenderness, where the heart
opens up in a simple moment. The part of the poem about a
drink of cold water, though, is exactly what it is: a singular visceral pleasure, one we’ve all experienced whether we’ve had
words for it or not. In that way, our intimacy is sometimes also
with the world.

INTERVIEWER: Leslie A. Wootten is a writer who lives
on a farm in Casa Grande, AZ.
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