PITTSBURGH POST-GAZETTE « SUNDAY, MARCH 1, 2026 - WWW.POST-GAZETTE.COM

What's real with Tess Barry

By Gary Ciocco

ess Barry’s first book of poetry

and finalist for The Birdy Poetry

Prize in 2025, “The Marvelous

Real,” exemplifies its title in sev-

eral ways. Barry, a native of
southwestern Pennsylvania, is the di-
rector of the MFA in Creative Writing
Program at Carlow University in Pitts-
burgh.

Her title comes from an essay by
Cuban writer Alejo Carpentier, who
uses it, Barry says, to refer to “the extra-
ordinary elements in everyday reality.”
It is often compared to magical realism,
and to emphasize this, she quotes Car-
pentier’s idea that “the phenomenon of
the marvelous presupposes faith.”

The poet’s late mother appears
throughout the collection, including in
the title poem. Her mother’s end-of-life
realism shines through when she suc-
cinctly affirms “I am entering the realm
of death.”

Other quotes from her mom show
how she is experiencing so much —
heat, cold, dreams and nightmares. Op-
position makes the world go round, and
the poet ends by placing her mother in
the middle of the maelstrom — “My
mother is a floodplain today.”

Barry marvels at the natural world. In
“Lick Hollow,” she is with her husband,
driving near Uniontown, PA, as she dis-
covers that “Winter’s start suits this
rugged terrain / suits the nature outside
and within us.”

“I'll be damned,” she says at the end,
astonished at the “border forests intact /
from all human disturbance.”

But the world of disturbance hits hard
at home for her, quite literally, in “The
Beauty of Breaking Things.” Her night-
gown catches on a tray holding family
heirloom wine goblets, sending all
twenty-four of them crashing to pieces.
This loss finds her feeling “strangely
warm [and] perfect,” and she admits
“I've always wanted...to feel the hit /
something I coveted destroyed it / is
lovely and terrible.” The balance of op-
posites again creates a dynamic reality.

The Carlow MFA Program includes a
residency in Dublin, Ireland, and Barry
has gone there often, first as an MFA
student and more recently as Director.
“In the Land of Fish Knives” examines
England’s influence on Ireland, in fancy
and prolific cutlery, and more deeply,
“as forces of habit / that creep flattened
and pointed / on tongues sharpened by
implement.”

The poet has Irish heritage as well; in
“Starving with Bobby Sands,” her mum
keeps Barry and her siblings informed
about Sands’ hunger strike (carried out
to protest British treatment of IRA pris-
oners.) “Why he was starving I never re-
ally knew,” she recalls, but they followed
his starvation, with “Mum raving to us
about independence, / courage, what it
meant to hunger for something.”

Barry organizes fasts at school occa-
sionally, causing enough commotion
that she was called to the principal’s of-
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fice, where she matter-of-factly re-
ported that while her home life was just
fine, “somewhere in England or Ireland
/ Bobby Sands was starving to death in
prison.”

In “The Subject of Prophecy,” she
quotes both T.S. Eliot and W.B. Yeats to
get her point across about current-day
“Clouds of forewarning,” asserting at
the end that “’The blood-dimmed tide
isloosed, / and everywhere’ distraction /
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is confused as truth.”

In “September Requiem,” set on the
fourteenth anniversary of 9/11, she
ends by listing that there were 267 mass
shootings in the US so far that year, and
that an exhibit running in Manhattan
right then had as “Its title: “The End of
Violent Crime.”” The exhibit’s ironic ti-
tle captures the poet’s desire to expose
the real in any way possible.

In this way, she finds the faith that
animates “The Marvelous Real.” In the
final poem, Barry exclaims “I am the
seed that roots and spreads.” In “Inter-
val,” she praises someone who can “ar-
rive and gather the world / in your si-
lence.” And in “By Heart,” she cele-
brates self-knowledge: “I know my
heart. T know myself by heart.”

Throughout, she connects this
“known self” with nature and family,
peacefulness and protest, the head and
the heart. Tess Barry is a poet unafraid
to tackle the real, with the verve and re-
solve torevelinit.

Gary Ciocco is a traveling philosopher
and poet who lives south of Pittsburgh.

How to love America,
when it doesn't
always love you back

By Veronica Corpuz

n her seventh book,
“America, A Love Story,”
award-winning poet and
memoirist Camille T.
Dungy explores with un-
flinching honesty the nu-
ances and intricacies of love
— familial love, maternal
love, romantic love, love of
nature and an abiding love for
Black culture and its people.
It is fitting that the book
begins with an epigraph by
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“who would begin to build /
this nation with their bodies
— black — and blood.”
Dungy’s quatrains are an
elegiac lullaby to the chil-
dren who died on the Middle
Passage, as well as the lives
stolen across centuries of
state-sanctioned cruelty
and violence.

The lullaby figures promi-
nently in a poem set in a car
ride where we find Dungy’s
infant daughter crying in-
consolably. The title, “The
average mother now spends
twice as many hours on
childcare than did her coun-
terpart in 1965, and she also
spends three times as many
hours working outside the
home; or, how to sing a song
of six pence when you’re re-
ally feeling wry,” is part of a
series of poems that she
composed using exactly 700
characters to represent the

bell hooks, excerpted from
her influential book “All
About Love”:

“In the realm of the politi-
cal, among the religious, in
our families, and in our ro-
mantic lives, we see little in-
dication that love informs
decisions...or keeps us to-
gether. This bleak picture in
no way alters the nature of
our longing. We still hope
that love will prevail.”

It is this ability to hope
and to love, despite the fears
of living and loving as a Black
woman and mother in to-
day’s America, that propel
the narrative arc of the book.
She strikes a delicate balance
from the opening poem
“This’ll hurt me more,”
where she writes, “America,
there is not a place I can
wander inside you / and not
feel a little afraid” to “Les-
son” in which “New buds /
are emerging from broken
stalks. // Not everything will
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recover. Not everything / will
be destroyed.”

All the while, Dungy piv-
ots and weaves between the
historical to the personal in
such poems as “On ‘Brev-
ity’,” which first appeared in
New York Times Magazine’s
“The 1619 Project,” for
which she writes in the
notes: “An honest under-
standing of the past helps us
build a better future for all
children, including my own
dear girl.”

The poem and statement
land poignantly in a political
present where an executive
order entitled “Restoring
Truth and Sanity to Ameri-
can History” means the in-
tentional erasure of African

American history and the
whitewashing of interpretive
materials at national parks,
museums and landmarks.

Indeed, the poem “This
weekend some white lady is
running a tag sale at John
Hope Franklin’s house”
speaks directly to the neglect
and negation of such histori-
cal truths as slavery that
have shaped and formed the
United States. Dungy cuts to
the heart of the matter:
“Every time I fool myself /
into believing who we are (I
mean Black people) might be
valued, / America proves me
wrong.”

As the country ap-
proaches its 250th anniver-
sary, the poem “Jamestown,
2019” marks a different be-
ginning for the United
States: the landing of the
English privateer ship, The
White Lion, that carried the
first recorded group of en-
slaved Africans to Virginia

700 hours of sleep a new
mother loses in the infant’s
first year. The ending culmi-
nates in an uplifting image
many Pittsburghers who
travel through the Fort Pitt
Tunnel will recognize.

The entire collection con-
cludes with illuminating
notes and acknowledgements
where Dungy offers, “Perhaps
one day I will write a simple
love story. But this is the
United States of America, and
I am who I am. No story I
write could ignore the perils
that endanger my loves,
threaten to kill them. And
still, Thand over my heart.”

Veronica Corpuz is a
member of the #notwhite col-
lective and the Madwomen in
the Attic program at Carlow
University where she facili-
tates poetry workshops. Her
book The Widow’s Calendar
is forthcoming from Finishing
Line Press.

The word
on Bird

By Edward Banchs

n February of 1979,

American sports fans who

tuned into NBC on a Sun-

day afternoon saw the

airing of a basketball
game between two Midwest
university programs, Wichita
State and Indiana State. Indi-
ana State was the surprising
top-ranked program in the
nation that year due to one of
the most talked about basket-
ball players in the country:
Larry Bird.

A few weeks later, Ameri-
can audiences again tuned in
to watch Bird and his Indiana
State Sycamores play in the
national championship game
against the much heralded
Michigan State Spartans, led
by another must-see hooper,
Earvin “Magic” Johnson.

This matchup was, and con-
tinues to be, the most-watched
college basketball game ever. It
propelled both players to the
national spotlight. But for Bird,
this was more than anyone
would have expected.

As Keith O’ Brien writes in
his new book, “Heartland: A
Forgotten Place, An Impos-
sible Dream, and the Miracle
of Larry Bird,” the future Hall-
of-Famer’s career is one of
the more unlikely success
stories in sport.

Before Larry Bird turned
20, he was a college dropout,
divorced, and a father who
made ends meet by working
as a garbage collector around
his hometown of French Lick,
Indiana. There was also the
ever-lingering grief that hov-
ered over him because of his
father’s recent suicide.

So much of Bird’s life
growing up in rural Indiana
was shaped by adversity and
despair. He remained a mys-
tery because he simply chose
to keep so much to himself.
Journalists tried to pry, but
Bird gave away little.

In “Heartland,” O’Brien
takes readers to French Lick
and Bird’s days at Spring Val-
ley High School, where he was
the standout of his basketball
team. It was from those
bleachers that scouts for Indi-
ana University noticed Bird
and asked him to join the
famed Bobby Knight’s team
in Bloomington.

Bird accepted but dropped
out of college and quit the
team weeks later because of
how uncomfortable he felt
around his new teammates.
The self-proclaimed “hick
from French Lick” just never
felt right in Bloomington.

Before long he began col-
lecting garbage and bailing hay
for local farmers. Keeping in
shape by playing for a local
construction company-spon-
sored team, it would be another
year before locals saw Bird
again on a collegiate basketball
court. He enrolled at Indiana
State University in Terre Haute,
ultimately leading the Syca-
mores to the Final Four in 1979.

This book serves as the de-
finitive chronicle of the Syca-
mores’ run over the three years
that Bird captained the team.
From their close calls for his
first two years that saw Indiana
State snubbed by the NCAA
tournament officials to their
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historicrunin’79, it’s all here.

It’s also a time capsule of
how college basketball ex-
isted before the ubiquitous
transfers and the unregulated
chaos of the NIL. Teams like
Indiana State, so-called “Cin-
derellas,” are unlikely to oc-
cur in this new era.

“Heartland” fires on all cyl-
inders because it is incredibly
well-researched. O’Brien not
only dug deep through nu-
merous newspaper archives,
but also spent time interview-
ing many who were close to
Bird, including his former
teammates from the *79 Syca-
mores team that nearly pulled
off the impossible.

Bird, as he continues to do
so today, remained elusive.

What is wonderful about
“Heartland” is how I found
myself cheering for Bird, even
though I knew how the story
ultimately shaped out. As
O’Brien writes, a former scout
once believed “that any
player who would choose a
job on a garage truck over a
college basketball scholarship
at Indiana was a player not
worth recruiting.”

Bird proved everyone
wrong, redefining both colle-
giate and professional basket-
ball in the process.

Edward Banchs is a free-
lance writer, author and inde-
pendent scholar based in Pitts-
burgh, who has made many
long trips to Africa. His latest
book is “Scream for Me,
Africa!l: Heavy Metal Identities
in Post-Colonial Africa.”

Best-sellers

HARDCOVER FICTION

1. The Correspondent, Vir-
ginia Evans, Crown, $28

2. Vigil, George Saunders,
Random House, $28

3. The Astral Library
(Deluxe Limited Edition)-
Debut, Kate Quinn, William
Morrow, $32

4. Heart the Lover, Lily
King, Grove Press, $28

5. Agnes Aubert's Mystical
Cat Shelter- Debut, Heather
Fawcett, Del Rey, $29

6. Operation Bounce
House, Matt Dinniman, Ace,
$32

7. Half His Age, Jennette
McCurdy, Ballantine Books,
$30

HARDCOVER NONFICTION

1. American Struggle: De-
mocracy, Dissent, and the
Pursuit of a More Perfect
Union: An Anthology- Debut,

Jon Meacham, Random
House, $38

2. One Day, Everyone Will
Have Always Been Against
This, Omar El Akkad, Knopf,
$28

3. Nobody’s Girl: A Memoir
of Surviving Abuse and Fight-
ing for Justice, Virginia Rob-
erts Giuffre, Knopf, $35

4, Strangers: A Memoir of
Marriage, Belle Burden, The
Dial Press, $S30

5. The Gales of November:
The Untold Story of the Ed-
mund Fitzgerald, John U.
Bacon, Liveright, $35

6. The Let Them Theory: A
Life-Changing Tool That Mil-
lions of People Can’t Stop
Talking About, Mel Robbins,
Sawyer Robbins, Hay House
LLC, $29.99

7. The Greatest Sentence
Ever Written, Walter Isaacson,
Simon & Schuster, $20



