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When 
a fish 
falls 
from 
the 

sky, South Deerfield poet 
James Heflin knows what 
to do with it. Drawn to 
“what’s unusual,” Heflin 
said that when he began 
writing his poem “Sage” he 
had been thinking 
about an unusual 
phenomenon 
called “fish rain,” 
a scientifically 
observed event 
in which large 
numbers of fish are 
taken up into the 
atmosphere and 
then fall back down. 

“It happens with 
some regularity,” 
Heflin insists. “They 
think it may have to 
do with cyclones in 
the water.”

Heflin chuckles 
as he continues, “So, 
I always wondered, 
say you have this crazy 
event and there’s fish falling 
from the sky. I never hear a 
follow-up. And so, I just sort 
of put myself in that circum-
stance and asked, ‘OK, what 
would I do?’”

Get out the iron skillet, 
apparently, snip some rose-
mary and sage. The poem’s 
speaker accepts the fish, all 
of its mystery intact, and 
sets about to cook and enjoy 
it. 

The exultant nature 
of the poem may be why 
“Sage” was chosen by 
Northampton Poet Laureate 
Rich Michelson to be includ-
ed in his “Eat Local/Read 
Local” project that placed 
poems in Northampton area 
restaurants from mid-April 
through mid-May. Heflin’s 
poem is displayed at Joe’s 
Cafe on Market Street. 

Heflin was awarded a 
Massachusetts Cultural 
Council fellowship in poetry 
for 2012, the second time he 
has received the honor. (His 
first fellowship was in 2004.) 
Heflin says he plans to use 
some of the $7,500 award 
money to publish a small 
book of 20 prose poems, a 
sequence that makes up 
part of a full-length manu-
script he is currently send-
ing to publishers.

Heflin’s mention of prose 
poems brings up the sticky 
question of just how these 
differ from other poems. 
The simplest place to 
begin is to talk about line 

breaks. “Sage,” like most 
prose poems, looks like a 
paragraph. Heflin wrote 
the poem in long lines that 
he says could be broken 
other than they are and not 
adversely affect the poem’s 
meaning.

“This can be a sentence 
and however it breaks on 
the page, fine, because it 
has its own clear grammar,” 
Heflin says, pointing to one 

line. “There’s no 
ambiguous gram-
mar or punctuation 
or whatever: it’s 
like a sentence of 
prose.”

Shorter line 
breaks more clearly 
guide a reader, 
Heflin says, and 
can end up “almost 
micromanag-
ing” how a reader 
receives the poem, 
whereas a long-
lined poem like 
“Sage” begins to 
have more of a 
“prose-like quality.” 

How a prose 
poem differs then from 
straight-up prose, in par-
ticular from a similarly 
sized piece of “flash fiction,” 
is another sticky matter 
we don’t quite resolve. 
Characteristics that might 
be attributed to fiction such 
as dialogue or plot can just 
as readily appear in poetry. 
And not all fiction has either 
dialogue or plot.

“The definitions are slip-
pery. It’s almost like, ‘You 
know it when you see it,’” 
Heflin finally allows.

Heflin is familiar with 
many genres. As arts edi-
tor at The Advocate, Heflin 
writes nonfiction features 
on music and the arts and 
wrote the first draft of a 
novel in intervals of time 
when his infant daughter, 
now 4 years old, was nap-
ping. He’s now at work on 
the novel’s second draft.

“I’ve got a hand in every 
genre at present and I don’t 
know what’s going to pop 
first,” Heflin says.

Looking back over 
his poem “Sage,” Heflin 
remarks on the “antiquar-
ian” feel of its language, say-
ing that he is often drawn to 
the rhythms and vocabulary 
of an earlier time. He likes 
the comedic affect that can 
occur when “old-fashioned 
language” meets everyday 
subject matter. 

“There’s something that 
really appeals to me about 
the epic drama of some-

thing that’s really small 
and domestic,” Heflin said. 
“I’m not drawn too much to 
observational poetry where 
you just see the moment 
and describe it. I feel that 
that’s sort of reportorial and 
a different job than I want to 
do in poetry.”

“To me, writing is an act 
of creation,” Heflin contin-
ues. “And I think that’s the 
fun of it ... You’re able to cre-
ate whatever you want, so, 
might as well push it as far 
as you can.”

“And,” he admits, “I like 
that sort of tingly thing that 

happens in your brain when 
you try to think about things 
in a different way, try to 
think about what could be 
rather than what is.”

Trish Crapo is a writer and photogra-
pher who lives in Leyden. One of the 
founders of Slate Roof, a member-run 
press publishing western Massa-
chusetts poets, her chapbook “Walk 
through Paradise Backwards” was 
published by the press in 2004. Her 
poems have appeared in anthologies, 
journals and Ted Kooser’s national 
column, “An American Life in Poetry.” 
Crapo is seeking published poets 
for her column. She’s interested in 
books written by a Franklin County 
poet and/or published by a Franklin 
County press. She can be reached at 
tcrapo@me.com. 

Act of creation
Poet James Heflin on falling fish, thinking differently 
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“Sage”

It had thunked upon the mahogany unbidden, bold as 
brass. Its mouth formed an O of polite surprise, its eye a 
cold absentia. The window? Barely open. The door? But 
who, with no one home? There was no note attached, 
and surely it could not purport to be menacing, for even 
the most evil among fish have such a watery vagueness 
of expression. One heard of fish raining upon the plains 
of Andalusia. He was a Pisces. But still. Nothing for it but 
the iron skillet, rosemary and sage. It tasted light, crisp, of 
the sea on a breezy Thursday noon. But cottony, an epic 
chew. His jaws were positively sore with its rubbery plea-
sures. He dreamed of a horizonless distance, attendant 
blueness. He woke with a salty thirst. To have another, he 
thought, would be an excellent fate.

— James Heflin

At last, J.R.R. Tolkien’s take on King Arthur
By TISH WELLS
McClatchy Washington Bureau

“The Fall of Arthur” by J. R. R. Tolkien, 
edited by Christopher Tolkien; Houghton 
Mifflin Harcourt, NY (233 pages, $25)

When J. R. R. Tolkien takes on the legend-
ary King Arthur, you can expect something 
special.

Unpublished until now, the poem “The Fall 
of Arthur” was Tolkien’s take on the legendary 
leader and aftermath of the fall of Camelot.

Tolkien conceived of the poem in the 1930s, 
went through several drafts but ultimately 
abandoned his work for reasons even his third 
son and editor, Christopher Tolkien, doesn’t 
know.

The younger Tolkien, who is editing his 
father’s papers, has painstakingly gathered 
together the many drafts and fragments.

J.R. R. Tolkien chose to write “The Fall 
of Arthur” in Old English alliterative meter. 
(Think “Beowulf.”) Luckily for modern read-
ers, he also wrote it in English.

His take on the tragic love affair and after-
math sketched a distinct portrait of the Queen 
and traitorous Mordred, who lusts after her:

“In her blissful bower on bed of silver
Softly slept she on silken pillows
With long hair loosened, lightly breathing,
In fragrant dreams fearless wandering,
Of pity and repentance no pain feeling,
In the courts of Camelot queen and peerless
Queen unguarded. Cold blew the wind.
His bed was barren; there black phantoms of 
desire unsated and savage fury
In his brain had brooded till bleak morning.”

Of Arthur:

“From the West comes war that no wind 
daunteth,

Might and purpose that no mist stayeth;
Lord of legions, light into darkness,
East rides Arthur!’ Echoes were wakened
The wind was stilled. The walls of rock
‘Arthur’ answered.”

For the fans of Tolkien’s “Rings” saga, there 
is a chapter on the cross-fertilization between 
“The Silmarillion” and “The Fall of Arthur.” In 
fact, there is a great deal of down-in-the-weeds 
discussion of earlier Tolkien poems and differ-
ent versions of this one that may daunt some 
readers.

Those lucky enough to visit Oxford 
University this summer may be able to see the 
manuscript on public display. A new exhibit at 
the Bodleian Library of “Magical Books: from 
the Middle Ages to Middle-earth” opens May 
23 and runs through October. It also will dis-

play some of Tolkien’s 
artwork, C.S. Lewis’ 
map of Narnia, and 
manuscripts from Philip 
Pullman (“His Dark 
Materials”) and Susan 
Cooper (“The Dark is 
Rising”).

Christopher Tolkien 
doesn’t want to get 
involved in current 
Arthurian controver-
sies: “It would lie far 
outside my intention 
here to enter into any 

account of the ‘strains’ or ‘streams’ of mediae-
val Arthurian legend, the ‘pseudo-historical’ 
or ‘chronicle’ tradition on the one hand, and 
the vast ‘romantic’ development of the ‘Matter 
of Britain’ in French prose and poetry.”

He does regret that his father didn’t fin-
ish “The Fall,” though he admits, “As a rule, 
indeed, no manuscript of my father’s could be 
regarded as ‘final’ until it had safely left his 
hands.”

■ J.R. R. Tolkien chose to write “The Fall of Arthur” in Old English alliterative 
meter. (Think “Beowulf.”) Luckily for modern readers, he also wrote it in English.

By HILLEL ITALIE
Associated Press

NEW YORK — Khaled 
Hosseini, whose novels have 
sold more than 38 million cop-
ies worldwide, knows what a 
lucky man he is. 

“What separates me from 
someone in the streets of 
Kabul is such a thin line,” 
says the Afghan-American 
author of “The Kite Runner” 
and “A Thousand Splendid 
Suns.” “What I have is, in 
many ways, an undeserved 
gift.” 

His amazing run con-
tinued Tuesday night as he 
appeared before an over-
flow crowd at the Barnes & 
Noble on Manhattan’s Union 
Square. With some 300 seat-
ed before him, and dozens 
more watching on a video 
screen a floor below, Hosseini 
spoke for around 40 minutes 
about his new novel, “And 
the Mountains Echoed.” The 
book, published Tuesday, will 
likely become one of the sum-
mer’s favorite reads. It has 
received admiring reviews 
and reached the top 10 on 
Amazon.com well before its 
official release. 

Hosseini, 48, is slightly 
grayer since “A Thousand 
Splendid Suns” came out six 
years ago. He was relaxed 
and chatty Tuesday, not sur-
prising for a man who turned 
up in a plaid shirt and jeans, 
as if dropping in on a neighbor 
for a weekend visit. 

Like his previous novels, 
“And the Mountains Echoed” 
features Afghan charac-
ters and tells a story about 
families, this one spanning 
decades and generations. 
The title was inspired by a 
William Blake line, “And all 
the hills echoed,” with “hills” 
changed to “mountains” to 
suit Afghanistan’s imposing 
terrain. Hosseini didn’t know 
what the book would be called 
when he began it, but he did 
have an image in his mind 
that had struck him like a 
“thunderclap” — a man walk-
ing across the desert, pulling 
a wagon behind him, with a 
3-year-old girl inside. A boy, 
around 10, trails them. 

“Something about that 
particular dynamic and 
image seemed to me so strik-
ing and compelling,” he said. 
Determined to know more 
about these people he decid-
ed the children were siblings, 
“that they guilelessly adore 
each other and something dif-
ficult is going to happen” in 
Kabul. He would call the boy 
Abdullah, and the girl Pari. He 
would, once again, draw upon 
old memories of Afghanistan, 
a country he left as a child. 

Hosseini considers the 
book his most ambitious, 

with a complex narrative and 
stops in Paris, San Francisco 
(the author lives in Northern 
California) and Greece. He 
had no idea how the novel 
would turn out when he start-
ed and considers it far harder 
to describe than “A Thousand 
Splendid Suns,” which he 
summarizes as “the struggles 
of women in Afghanistan over 
the last 30 years.” But he 
does know what he wanted 
to express — how we all are 
united by loss, by failure, by 
what we’re missing. 

“Life just doesn’t care 
about our aspirations, or 
sadness,” he said. “It’s often 
random, and it’s often stu-
pid and it’s often completely 
unexpected and the closures 
and the epiphanies and rev-
elations we end up receiving 
from life, begrudgingly, rarely 
turn out to be the ones we 
thought (we’d have).” 

Few authors have enjoyed 
so many nice surprises. Ten 
years ago, Hosseini was a doc-
tor who had written stories all 
of his life but never thought 
anyone wanted to read them. 
He was a doctor because he 
had been poor when his fam-
ily first moved to the U.S. and 
he never wanted to be poor 
again. He wrote “The Kite 
Runner” out of love, with no 
plans to publish it, only to see 
the novel become a word-of-
mouth sensation after its 2003 
release. 

“I more or less stumbled 
into a writing career,” he said, 
adding that he was happy to 
give up medicine. (Meanwhile, 
he has set up a foundation 
that provides humanitarian 
assistance in Afghanistan.) 

Asked by an audience 
member which books he had 
been reading, he mentioned 
the short story writers George 
Saunders and Alice Munro. 
A woman wanted to know 
how Hosseini was able to get 
inside the minds of female 
characters (“I watched a 
lot of ‘The View,’” Hosseini 
responded, to much laughter. 
“I don’t think I ever did tap 
into what women think. I’m 
as clueless as any guy in this 
room.”) The inevitable ques-
tion about how one becomes 
a writer was asked by an 8th 
grader. 

“My advice to you is to 
read a lot,” he said. “And just 
write, write all the time.”

Hosseini’s 
amazing run

WWII historian taking on 
American Revolution

NEW YORK — An award-winning 
and best-selling World War II historian 
is turning to an older conflict for his next 
project: the American Revolution. 

Henry Holt and Company announced 
Thursday that Rick Atkinson, a Pulitzer 
Prize-winning writer and reporter, plans 
a trilogy covering the years 1775-1781. 

Atkinson recently completed an 

acclaimed trilogy of World War II books 
with “The Guns at Light,” which came 
out last week. He won a Pulitzer for the 
first volume, “An Army at Dawn,” pub-
lished in 2002. 

Singer Nick Carter to 
release memoir Sept. 24

NEW YORK — Nick Carter isn’t only 
writing songs — he’s written a book.

The Backstreet Boys singer will 

release a memoir, “Facing the Music and 
Living to Talk About It,” on Sept. 24 via 
Bird Street Books. The 33-year-old is the 
first in the group to release a book.

The autobiography and self-help 
book will include stories about Carter’s 
teenage years in the multiplatinum 
Backstreet Boys, his struggles with sub-
stance and alcohol abuse, and the hard-
ships of his family. His younger siblings 
include Aaron and Leslie Carter. Leslie, 
who battled with substance abuse, died 
last year.

Lit Bits
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Author Khaled Hosseini, author of “And the Mountains 
Echoed,” poses for a photo before a book signing Tuesday.

■ “I more or less 
stumbled into a writ-
ing career,” he said, 
adding that he was 
happy to give up 
medicine. 


