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The names and places in the

- poem come from real people, places
and experiences in Benjamin’s
family. While helping her grand-
mother organize piles of
photographs, she heard about her
ancestors” histories and how they
came to the United States. The jour-
nals she saw looked nothing like
hers—as she notes in the poem, they
were filled with facts rather than
dreams. Certain phrases kept enter-
ing her mind about what they might
have to say to her. Phrases like
“We’re not poets. We’re not aca-
demics. We have work to do.”

Benjamin was born in Truckee
36 years ago and grew up in Lake
Tahoe, where her family owned a
resort motel. She says she’s the first
person in her family able to devote
time to being artistic. The world of
art was not seen as a practical
endeavor.

“I’d be thinking, “They don’t
know what the hell I'm doing,’” she
says. “But all along, I think they
were working toward giving future
generations a better life.”

Benjamin sees herself as more of
a writer than a poet. She’s currently
working on a coming-of-age novel
set in Tahoe. The Nevada Arts
Council gave her a $5,000 literary
arts fellowship after reading the
novel’s first 25 pages. The book

began as a short story, but, in
another example of how rejection
can lead to bigger things, a Simon &
Schuster editor critiqued it and told
her it wasn’t working as a short
story. It would be better developed
as a novel. ;
“Before I started writing seri-
ously, I thought not giving up meant
not giving up sending work to pub-

" lishers,” says Benjamin. “But it’s not

Just that. It’s revising. It’s accepting
that writing is rewriting. When I was
a kid, I thought writing a novel
would be just a little harder than
reading one is.”

Just because. Billy Collins thinks
she wrote one of America’s best
poems, Benjamin’s life has not
changed drastically. She continues to
plug away at her novel, her face lit
up by a desk lamp through the
window of her home. Self doubts
still surface as the sentences come
together. And it didn’t make her
filthy rich—she got $75 and two
copies of the book as payment. But
encouragement and recognition
always help.

“It makes me feel really hon-
ored,” says Benjamin. “I'm still just
amazed and surprised to be in there.
It’s a message to me back from the
world that says maybe I have some-
thing going.”

Krista Benjamin
recites her poem
from the Best
American Poelry
2006 anthology.
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