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Barbara Helfgott Hyett
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£ s through most of
the 1990s, Barbara Helfgott Hyett and
her husband spoke to students about
marriage. The couple, wha had been
high school sweethearts in Atlantic
City, NJ and moved together to
Eroakline after marrying, spoke about
how they kept their decades-long
marriage strong. They were held up as
evidence that two people could main-
tain an honest, healthy and strong
marriage. Helfgott Hyett believed in
the marriage as strongly as she
hoped the students did—in some
talks, she said that she believed in
marriage as strongly as most people
believe in God.
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And then she gat a phone g2l from the Aus-
band af her husbano's lover

For some reason, she startad taking natas
| ke snew of the rela-

that could net quite comprebend what it was
hearing. "l was blindsidzd,” Hefgon Hyet said.
fift, her new boak of pagtry. is her atteimpat to
explzin that feeling,

HELFGEOTT HYETT HAD PREVIOUSLY taken a schal-
arly approach o writing poctry. Her faur books—
whitch feature the Holazaust, Atlantic Citg,
Christopher Columbus and biclogy—were
painstakingly researchad, with Helfgon Hystt
gither delving into several hooks arinter wigwing
hundreds of people [every living hghthouse
attendant whio sver worked in Atlantic Ciwy for
ane book, every soldier she could find wha ever
witnessed 3 Mozi death camp for another) before
starting 10 compose her poetry, She tried to start
the set of poems that became it the same way,
picking out the story of Noah to use as a poten-
tial lens because ho and his wife had twe sons,
just like she and her husband,

She soon abandaned that approach, which had
worked soowell for her previous work [ her 1992
bock of poems, The Double Reckaning of
Christopher Columbus, which bogan with exten.

sive rescarch of Columbus diar

far a Pulitzer Prize |, The story of how 8if

becams different—Hhow she adaotod ;

Iy persanal style of wiiting—suplair
Heifpott Muyes found her independence
dd-year marriage andad.

Soon after her husband left the bouss the
couple had shared since moving 1o Brookling
Helfgott Hyen struppled to put her life back
tagether. Her husband handled the couple's
firances, and had manzged to “clean us aut) 2:
she put it She had taken on several roommates

1o afford living in the house, and was running 17
miles @ day. She weighad 99 bs, and none of
her clothes it her anyrmare,

Ore af her friends sugeestad the two star:
walking to the Boston Public Library an Mondsy
1o wark on their poetay. The walk would be thees
peutic, her friend said, and once at the likeary
they could wark in peace, The walks became ar

anchorin her week, and Hellgot Hyet begar 1o
wark an her Neah poetry, "My friends saved my
life," she said.

Dthers soon joined her waking group, and lifz
sesmad 1o improve, Then came a Mamiday mam.
ing when Halfpatt Huett, hobbled by a recent
knee surgeny, could not make the walk o the
library, The walking group met at her hoyse
instead, patherad around & tzble and workead on
free-association writing. They would pick a
phrase from a nawspaper and work on writing
poetry araund it stopping every few minutes 1o
compara each other's wark. Tha approach
warked, and the walking group evelved into a
WrEr S group.

That technigque helped her find 2 mare person-
al voice for the peems she wamed to write abou
the end of her mariage. She did write prems
about Mozh, but in 3 much mare personal voice,

AELFGOTT HYETT DIVIDED Aift imo four chapters
The first opers the book with 3 st of narsonal
poems about her marriags and its dissolution,
Mgt of the poems are short, snd allusions 1o ket

story are easy tospot [and might ring lamiliar 1o
anyone who read all or parts of an exlensive
Bogton Globe feature series written in 2004
abaur her famnily as her sons, one straight and
une gay, both planred weddings inthe wake of
the legalization of gay marriaps|.
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Hot finds

~er naxt chapter features poems inspired oy 3

Bermini sculprure depicting the Greek myth of
Apolo chasing Daphne—in the sculpturs, 31 the

rarnent before the sun god Apollo wewld
Saphne, her faher, the river pod Peneus, turms
mer g a tree, Hellgott Hyett exarmines the
seulpture, and the story, fram several diffaran:
perspectives, She ullimately sees the siory as
one of Peneus’ betrayal of his daughter—"He
could hiave savoc her, Dut instead he tirned her
o a tree,” she said, The sculpture s pictared
o the book's cover,

Rift's third chapter concerns Helfgott Huett's
reentry mnta the dating world after her devorce—
a chapter she said her sons jokingly call “the
harlot chapter” That subject will be the facus of
har next project, o prose book abaut the GY
men she datzd since the end of her marriage—
and the four man with whom she had signifi
cant relatianships,
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The lzs1 chapteris a hard, critical look at the
world, Heligott Hyett said she has always con-
sidered herself 2 witness to the world, but this
5 her first attemot ot judging its merits. She
zald this chapter mims ta share the under-
standing she has received from the suffering
she hasg endurad.

Halfgott Hyett stays humble about Aifts
orespacts for success, "It will have a small reac-
=rship,” snz said, adding thot if she was lucky
enpugh towen a Pulitzer, “ivmight sell 5,000
copies) She cantinuges to mest with ner writers’
Zroup, in the meantime, and 1eaches pogiry
worsshans from her Washingtan Sguate home,
Zach of her workshops starl with the intention
of getting her studems published—which brings
mzr al l=asl &5 much exciternent as wher her
awn wark s ponted.
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