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Praise for A Million-Dollar Bill

 Eric Paul Shaffer’s poems are always filled with clear light and fresh air. They restore deep attention and gratitude, a rebalancing between land and sky.

—Naomi Shihab Nye, Chancellor of the Academy of American Poets, 2009-2015, and author of Fuel and  Transfer

The poems in A Million-Dollar Bill represent Shaffer’s thoughtful presence in the world at his (and our) big-hearted best. His poems are full stories in small frames, always sharply said, never sentimental, relentlessly true, sensuously rich, always welcoming us in. 



—J.D. Whitney, author of Grandmother Says, All My Relations, and Sweeping the Broom Shorter

A Million-Dollar Bill is Eric Paul Shaffer’s most imaginative book yet! With unparalleled accuracy and clarity, Shaffer’s astute observations turn the world on its ear through your ear. Read these poems aloud and often. 



—Sara Backer, author of American Fuji and Bicycle Lotus

Eric Paul Shaffer’s poems must be radically après-garde because I swear I sometimes understand every word. It’s as if Shaffer’s appointed himself defender of those corniest of literary values: clarity and precision. He writes with a naive sense of wonder and play, as if earnest communication were still possible between human beings. You’d almost have to think the man enjoys being alive. 



—M. Thomas Gammarino, author of King of the Worlds, Big in Japan, and Jellyfish Dreams 


A Million-Dollar Bill reached me just in time. After going without any new Shaffer poems for eleven years, I was beginning to wonder if I was going to die of thirst, reading my way across the Great American Poetry Desert. I’m okay now. Thirst quenched but hoping I don’t have to wait that long again. 



—Red Pine (Bill Porter), translator of The Collected Songs of Cold Mountain and author of Zen Baggage: A Pilgrimage to China
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Watermelon Seeds


Watermelon Seeds

	Setting the first icy slice on my paper plate, my mother warned me
not to swallow watermelon seeds. A vine would sprout from my navel.

	For the rest of my life, all would ask only about the fruit sprung
from beneath my shirt, waiting for my curved, slender sentences as long
		as the flourishing vine. All I know is this. A tough cord

	of broad leaves burst from my belly. Flowers folded into fruit,
and swelled, with wet, pink flesh, sugar, and light, every one a world

		within a smooth, striped rind in a green as deep as summer.
Each slick, black seed between sticky fingers was as ripe with promise
as a period, all those flat, black dots, an ever-lengthening ellipsis

leading to a day I might speak of the mystery erupting from my guts.
			All summer, I swallowed every seed.


A Telephone

I hum in your hand, a tune familiar as childhood chants
with rhymes forgotten. My voice is not the one you wish
to hear. What I can tell you is only what anyone knows.

I am the river of the tremendous and the trivial swollen
with stolen debris, a torrent become a trickle littering
the shocked and sodden land as the startled moon stares

from muddy, root-framed pools. The tragedies I tell are
timeless and new, new, new, new, new as the daily blab,

live, local, and late-breaking, with details petty, pointless,
and accurate as an arc of pain. I’m a dark, unplumbed ear,
faceless, with countless tongues recounting endless tales.

I am blameless and empty as a shell slicing a sole strolling
pathless, printed sand, seeking treasure on the tide at dawn.

In repose, I’m a dull monument to silence sunk in shades
concealing nothing. I am the messenger of a thousand

wings and acts and scenes, unscathed in the denouement,
no question remaining, no revelation unmade. Mine is
not my own, yet I carry voices from arrogant origins

through the sky, sun, and stars to ends I cannot imagine
till I speak. I repeat nothing. I translate every syllable

into an exact language cupped in the claws of sparrows
and squirrels, blazing under sun and clouds, whispering
through trees and ice and hands and wind. My words

leave the fingerprint of speech on the ideal. My ring
is eternal. My power is in the line, electric and current. 


The Printer

My last command to “Print” secreted a page crowned
with a green streak in the shape of a heart but nothing
		in black and white. The inkless page was a puzzle. 

When I unfurled gray plastic doors and removed the trays
of empty sheets, there was a miracle within. That recent spill

		of coffee laid down the grounds for something green.
I drew the cartridge out, and through the hole, I stared
into a new world. Sprouts of that vibrant shade we know

so well from the forest trail and the newly-grooved garden
shone within. Those first pouting pairs of rounded leaves,
					like hands cupped to receive the sky, 

		rose between metal tracks and plastic walls, gleaming
with the light I let in. I had no choice. I turned the machine

		into a planter and brought the soil seedlings crave.
Now, I write each word by hand, all my letters loopy
		and cursive, and soon, I’ll be harvesting beans.
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