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BY SETH COMBS

e're all familiar with the varyving clichés

about book covers and not judging

them, but in the ease of “I Wore This

Dress Today for You, Mom,” a new an-
thology of poems from Los Angeles-based writer
Kim Dower, the book cover does speak almost as
many volumes as the words inside.

“Allmy covers have been
beautiia, but I told Red Hen,
‘Listen tome, 1 have a vision
for this book,' " Dower says,
referring to Red Hen Press,
which has published four
previous collections of her
poetry. *Ididn't want Lo scare
my publisher with a vision,
but 1 saw ahardeover and
this bizarre photo that my
brother sentme.”

The photo in question
was a pleture of Dower asa
little girl staring intentlyat a
popsicke in her hand. And
while Dower says she meant,
the request tobe somewhat
tongue-in-cheek, Red Hen
loved the photo and the
hardcover idea.

“Theytook 1t very seri-
ouslyand said, “This is fan-
tastie," but they also said it
would look like a memaoir,™
Dower recalls. “1 said. "Oh,
you're right. Forget it. Justa
Joke.' But then they came up
with an illustra ted cover
hased on the picture, and
that's it.”

Deespite the initialcon-
cemns over the coverlooking
too much like a memaoir, the
st rated renderdng of the
popsich photo i5 sultable
comsidering the contents of “1
‘Wore This Dress Today for
You, Mom.” For a poet as
accomplished as Dower, the
ook s about asclose o a
memoir as she's likely to pen.
Ananthology of sorts, the
book collects newand previ-
ously published poems that
alleenter on the conoept of
motherhood. As a daughter
and mother herself, itsa
theme that Dower has exam-
ined a number of ways and
from myriad perspectives
over the years.

“1 zoomed inand out of
being a mother, havinga
mother, havinga son, beinga
mother, my grandmother. so

It goes allover,” says Dower,
“Idid try to put the poems in
anonder that would makeit
build in some way towhen
I'm caring formy own

mot her, when she has de-
mentia, when there's the
downside, Then when she
dies and then there's this
sort of aftermath.”

Taken together, the po-
ems in *T Wore This Dress
Today for You, Mom™ range
from humonous Lo heart -
breaking. tragic to tri-
umphant. As someone who
works inmarketing in her
day job, Dower says the fact
that the bookis belngne-
leased around Mother's Day
isn't lost on her, but readers
should know that the poems
contained in the book aren't
often cutesy and sentimen-
tal Afterall motherhood is
complex and often difficult,
and to suggest otherwise,
however poetically, just isn't
Dower’s style. She doesn't
do, as she puts it, that “Hall-
markcard kind of thing.”

Maybe it was something
her mother said

onemorningas the young
girl dipped

her domd intoa glass of
whole milk

powdered sugar still on
herlips her mother

tells her, don't gef wwed to
this

S0 goes the opening poem
of the book, Titled "She's
never trusted happiness,”
the poem lays a template for
the mix of childhood wonder
and maternal pragmat ism of
the poems that follow, When
asked just how much autobi-
ography is in that particular
poem, Dower gets playfully
defensive,

“That poem is totally not
autobiographical,” Dower
sayvs. “You know, people
thinkeverything poets write
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is. but you don't ask a thriller
writer, "Hey, did youdismem-
ber those people? ™

Still, Dower is more than
open about the fact that
mostof her poems are, in
fact, highly personal. Crow-
Ingup in New York City, she
moved to Los Angeles in the
late 708 working In the pub-
Eshing and marketing felds.
Despite a degree in creative
‘writing, she says it wasn't
untfl her son was grown and
heading to college himsell
that she returned towriting
poetry. Since then, she has
published four collections,

beginning with “Air Kissing
on Mars,” and has been
praised by the Los Angeles
‘Times and O Magazine for
her “unexpected and sub-
lime” verse. In 2016, she was
named West Hollywood s city
poet laureate and has been
nominated fur times for the
Pushecart Prize for poetry.
Evenwhileworkingin
marketing, Dower says she's
leamed over the years that
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when it comes to the muse,
she'll drop almost any task
when the spirit strikes.
“When a poem comes
knocking at the door, every-
thing get s dropped for that
poem,” Dower says. “Itmay
jusi be five minutes to get it
down, to get the idea down
and open adocument on the
computer. I'H just give it the
title and I'll write the first two
sentences, and then I'l putit
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in my poems-in-progress
folder. But when I'm writing
a poem, nothing else comes
into my head.”

Dower hopes that com-
mitment comes across to
readers who pick up 1 Wore
This Dress Today for You,
Mom."Inthe end, it's a
brilliant, meditative exami-
nation of maternity and
motherhood that she hopes
inspires readers toexamine
their own relationships.

“They re meant tofeel
reading these poems; o feel
sadness orjoy or have their
ownmemories food them
because that's what a good
poem will do. It will just help
you to shake loose the things
thatare important to you,”
Dower says. "1 love all the
poems in thisbook, [love
them all, but 1 feelllke they
nolonger belong to me. 1
want them to belong to other
people. Iwant people to have
this book in their collections
or by thelr beds, on their
shelves, and I want them to
reach for it iftheywanta
poem o make them sad or
to make them laugh or to
muake them think of their
cwnmother ortheirown
childhood. I want them to
give it to their mothers or
daughters orsons. Its agift
book, it's mygift, and I'm
really proud of it.”
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