
The Last Window 

Fall 2006 

Renee Lyons 

Dr. Corey Marks 

CLey, 
Dr. Gloria Cox 



Table of Contents 

Preface 1 

Preface 2 

Works Cited 24 

Poems: The Last Window 26 

Fingers 27 

Wild Foals 28 

At Twelve 29 

Love: Six Variations 30 

Stopped Breath 32 

Glass in the Garden 33 

Anesthesia 35 

I Saw Chelsea Drown 36 

Nightmare 37 

Hell Bent 41 

Countdown 43 

Hourglass 45 

Hiroshima 45 

Intruder 47 

The Tiger's Retreat 48 

Snowstorm 49 

The Hunt for the Dragon 50 

The Last Window 52 

n 



Preface 



Preface 

In her essay "Disruption, Hesitation, Silence," Louise Gliick states, "In my generation, 

most of the poets I admire are interested in length: they want to write long lines, long stanzas, 

long poems, poems which cover an extended sequence of events. To all this I feel an instant 

objection . . . " (73). According to Gliick, the argument for length is that it allows for and even 

requires "exhaustive detail . . . t ha t . . . makes an art more potent because more exact—a closer 

recreation of the real" (74). She objects to this possibility of exhaustion in long poems: "I do not 

think that more information always makes a richer poem. 1 am attracted to ellipsis, to the unsaid, 

to suggestion..." (73), assuming that a long poem could not also be made of the unsaid, the 

suggested. However, it seems that long poems offer another possibility as well; while they allow 

for more information in general, by nature they also allow more opportunities for this 

information to be intense, suggestive, contradictory. A long poem has the ability to say so much 

about a subject that it becomes at odds with itself, contradictions that drive the poem, and its 

information can suggest broader concepts than can shorter poems. Thomas Gardner, in "An 

Interview with Galway Kinnell," elaborates: "M. L. Rosenthal has said that the long poem is a 

'grouping of mainly lyric poems and passages.... It includes narrative and dramatic 

elements... but its ordering is finally lyrical, a succession.. .of units of phrasing that generate 

specific intensities of feeling and awareness'" (Kinnell 430). 

As a lyric poem is by definition intense, a well-constructed long poem can also contain 

this intensity within its multiple lyric passages, but a poorly-constructed long poem might feel, as 

Gliick fears, exhaustive and tedious. The question then arises how does one structure a long 

poem in order to sustain intensity through these passages and to transition between them? While 

there are surely several possibilities to accomplish this, I have been attracted to three broad 



categories, both in my own work and in others' work. First, one can use a sequence of individual 

poems to create the whole. Each poem can start in a radically different place and treat the subject 

differently, but in the end add up to the work's larger theme. Second, one can use sections within 

the poem to transition quickly between the different parts. Third, one can transition internally 

without the use of sections so that the poem is a continuous but wide-ranging whole. These 

transitions rely on connective thread, such as imagery or a common voice. Each type of poem 

sustains itself differently, though each must somehow change or transition to maintain its 

intensity. 

Galway Kinnell's The Book of Nightmares represents the first type of long poem: the 

sequence. The book is divided into ten individual poems, each containing seven sections. Each 

individual poem presents a new situation; each section a new aspect of the situation. Each section 

only gives a small, brief, intense scene that contributes to the whole. In his interview with 

Kinnell, Gardner summarizes The Book of Nightmares: "Framing the poem as an address to his 

children Maud and Sancho Fergus, Kinnell seeks to teach them that 'the earth is all there is and 

the earth does not last'; he insists that 'Living brings you to death, there is no other road.' In this 

sense he is opening a terrible book of nightmares in front of them . . . " (425). While this 

summary seems simple enough, each individual poem creates a new scene, and not till the end 

can one see how each scene fits together with the others. For example, the first poem, "Under the 

Maud Moon," begins in the damp outdoors as the speaker builds a fire in the rain. The second 

poem, "The Hen Flower," places us in an entirely new situation, the speaker and someone else 

are "Sprawled / on our faces in the spring / . . . / biting down on hen feathers . . . " (1-4). Even 

within these individual scenes, Kinnell approaches the situation from many angles with 

consistently intense, surprising language. Kinnell himself praises this technique in other poetry, 



saying it's "those many little scenes and sketches which make them interesting. Every poem 

must have this living texture . . . " ("Interview" 430). Thus, what makes The Book of Nightmares 

so interesting to read is that each of its sub-parts carries the intensity of an individual lyric poem. 

It is important to note, though, that none of the individual poems within The Book of Nightmares 

ever try to completely break away from the poem's subject. Instead, each attempts to handle the 

subject from a new perspective, reconfiguring our interpretation of the work as a whole and 

providing a summary of all aspects of the poem. Kinnell says, "The drive of any poem is to see 

its subject through to the end, to say everything there is to say about it. Even if it is a very short 

poem, it wants to use up its subject completely" (429). However, using up a subject completely 

does not necessarily lead to a neat cognitive package. " . . . [Y]ou can include everything, all the 

roughness of experience, all the half-understood glimpses; you can approach an experience from 

one angle, turn away and approach it from another. None of these attempts to understand has to 

be definitive . . . " (431). Instead, the individual poems and their sections are often in opposition 

with each other. They resist resolution. 

Though we receive many scenes that dwell in the whole work's world, none of them fully 

defines our interpretation or our understanding of the work. In fact, Kinnell touches on so many 

different aspects of life and death that the reader loses track of a coherent narrative arc. Is the 

poem talking about a campfire, childbirth, war, a child's nightmare? The reader is never entirely 

sure what is happening in each situation. The poem suspends rational patterns, driving the reader 

through the poem, from one bizarre image to the next in a nightmarish frenzy, mirroring its 

nightmarish topic. The effect is that Kinnell's rapid movement between scenes greatly delays 

comprehension of the whole, maybe even until the reader starts again at the beginning, and the 

desire to achieve this comprehension helps sustain the poem. 



While individual poems allow poets to immediately change the angle from which they 

approach their topics, poets can also use sections within the poem to signal these changes. Linda 

Gregerson's poem "Bleedthrough" manifests itself as this second type of long poem. In the 

poem, we are presented with several different situations, each separated from the others as a 

section. However, the divisions between these situations are not as clear cut as one might find in 

other sectioned poems. Other poems might base their divisions on scene or tense, but the 

divisions in "Bleedthrough" seem to follow the speaker's modulating perspective. In "A 

Conversation with Linda Gregerson," Gregerson sa id ," . . . the speaker might 'commute' among 

different centers of consciousness. I don't know that the voice is many all at once, but it might 

start out one way, and then modulate...." The speaker transitions seamlessly from one line of 

thought to the next, and the change is only indicated by the section breaks and subtle changes in 

the speaker's voice. For example, in the second section, the speaker seems to be reproducing her 

daughter's words, but in the third section, the speaker addresses herself more specifically to the 

receiver of the poem. Overall, the poem presents four sections: the speaker's daughter closing 

her eyes to absorb light, the daughter trying to appease the speaker, a painter creating works, and 

finally the daughter looking at light in paintings as related to a young girl rinsing blood from 

stained clothing. Each section in "Bleedthrough" gives a new understanding of the title. First, the 

light bleeds through the eyelids. The mother's emotions bleed through to her interactions with 

her daughter. The paint bleeds through to create a specific effect on a canvas. Even the story of 

the girl looking at light in paintings bleeds into the final story of a literal bleedthrough. Though 

section breaks traditionally fall between stanzas, Gregerson often places her section breaks in the 

middle of the transition, even mid-sentence. For example, the poem transitions mid-sentence 



from the second section, a snapshot of the speaker's daughter's pleading face, to the third 

section, a meditation on the relationship between menstruation and painting: 

And every penitent reparation—Do you like 

me, reader? 

Do you like me sorry now?—ensnares 

her more and makes her shoulder 

more 

of this im-

partible estate. It seemed like 

Mars 

to me when I was young, that other 

3. 

world of women with its four fleshed walls 

of love. (31-41) 

In fact, if the poem did not indicate a new section, the reader might never realize that the poem 

changes in between "other" and "world." How would the reader interpret the poem differently if 

the break fell before "It seemed like / Mars . . . "? One would lose the association between "It" 

and "this impartible estate." Instead, the natural assumption would be that "It" refers to "that 

other world of women." Thus, not only does Gregerson use sections to immediately indicate that 

the poem has shifted, the sections also allow the readers to draw new parallels and connections 



within the text, giving vitality to the poem. At the same time, the smooth transitions within the 

language of the poem contrast directly with the abrupt nature of section breaks, a contrast which 

helps the poem to maintain intensity with each new section. 

A poem sequence and a sectioned poem both clearly indicate moments at which the poem 

changes, but the third type of long poem uses neither, indicating shifts only through nuances in 

the text. C. K. Williams's poem "Combat," takes the shape of this category: a continuous poem. 

Williams's poem transitions through the speaker's modulating voice similarly to Gregerson's, 

but the poem is not divided by sections or even stanzas. During the poem, the speaker moves 

from remembering an ex-girlfriend and the physical details of their relationship to philosophical 

questions on the nature of the relationship and the motives behind it, and finally to a 

contemplation of memory's subjective nature. The speaker is constantly changing topics and 

modifying his statements as people do in natural speech. Lynn Keller in "An Interview with C.K. 

Williams" sa id , " . . . one of the ways you [Williams] achieve a talky quality there is through lots 

of interruptions - digressions and questions and parenthetical remarks . . . " (Williams 164). This 

speech-like quality makes the many shifts in the poem feel natural and unobtrusive because we 

feel like we are listening to the speaker simultaneously talk and think about the subject. As a 

result, we can track the movements of thought in the poem. Williams uses his long, continuous 

form to encompass the speaker's shifts in consciousness, which reflects the speaker's 

conclusions on thought and memory in general. For example, the sentence "We met I don't 

remember where—everything that mattered happened in her apartment, in the living room, / with 

her mother, who she lived with, watching us, and in Moira's bedroom down the book-lined 

corridor" ("Combat" 10-11) allows the poem to transition smoothly and quickly from Moira's 

introduction to the specific memories of her apartment. The speaker begins with an uncertainty 



of location, then sets the scene in a definite, detailed location where the relationship and the 

poem take place. Slowly, throughout the poem, the speaker revises his memories of Moira and 

begins to think of her in different terms, mirroring the effect that the reader experiences in 

reading the poem. Not until near the end of the poem do we leam the question that has come to 

dwell in the speaker's mind: "I wonder, putting it most simply, leaving out humiliation, anything 

like that, if I might have been their Jew?" (106), a question that leads the speaker to his final 

realization: 

All the indignities I let be perpetrated on me while I lolled in that luxurious 

detention: 

Could I really have believed they only had to do with virtue, maidenhood, or even 

with, I remember thinking— 

I came this close—some intricate attempt Moira might be making to redeem a 

slight on the part of the mother? 

Or might inklings have arisen and might I, in my infatuation, have gone along 

with them anyway? 

I knew something, surely: I'd have had to. What I really knew, of course, I'll 

never know again. 

Beautiful memory, most precious and most treacherous sister: what temples must 

we build for you. 

And even then, how belatedly you open to us; even then, with what exuberance 

you cross us. (121-127) 

His final conclusion on memory becomes the reader's as the reader witnesses the revisions that 

the speaker makes to his own memories. At the end, the reader finally learns that not only is this 



poem about the specific memories described by the speaker, it also deals with the universal 

subjectivity of memory in general. We can track the changes the speaker makes: he begins by 

talking about a boxer on television, then a past romance, how he, a Jew, might have represented 

atonement for her German family after the Holocaust, and finally, the subjectivity of memory. 

Interestingly, as the speaker modifies his memories and concludes that memory is a "treacherous 

sister," the natural speech-like transitions mirror the way both the speaker and the mind in 

general function, revising and switching trains of thought almost instantaneously. 

This type of shifting within a poem, whether it be the immediate change in scene via 

Kinnell's individual poems, the speaker's modulating voice in Gregerson's work, or Williams's 

internal transitioning, creates pleasure for both the reader and the poet when their understanding 

of the poem, the situation, changes. Truly successful poems begin at one idea and arrive 

somewhere completely different, thus altering the reader's conception of the work throughout the 

course of the poem. Long poems seem particularly well-suited for this, since by nature they have 

more room in which the speaker can change directions. Heather McHugh, in her essay "Moving 

Means, Meaning Moves," asserts, "[A] poem means to move you, but in unexpected directions.. 

. . [A] poem is a passage in a more literal sense than a prose piece is" (208). McHugh suggests 

that this transformation of the reader's world understanding is poetry's main objective (219). 

Gregerson agrees: " . . . in a poem, both the writer and the reader can have the opportunity to 

change" ("Choice Words"). It seems that the joy in poetry lies in this change, this discovery of 

something new in our understanding of the poem, maybe even of ourselves. Perhaps Kinnell 

explains it best, describing " . . . the poem as an exploration of an alienated condition and, to 

some degree, a resolution or understanding of it" (429). A poem allows a reader to temporarily 

dwell in an imagined world full of new situations, an experience that, when successful, leads the 



reader to an understanding of the imagined world. In the end, the reader arrives at a new 

comprehension of the poem, a change in perspective which reveals the true nature of the poem's 

theme. 

Kinnell's "Little Sleep's-Head Sprouting Hair in the Moonlight" demonstrates this type 

of change. The poem begins by depicting a small child waking upset from a nightmare and being 

comforted by the speaker (1-5). Throughout the poem we journey into the hypothetical future of 

the child, who the poem reveals is only traveling towards eventual death. The final section of the 

poem returns to the crib (97). Technically, the poem ends in the same scene in which it began, 

but because the poem spends so much time projecting the inevitable dark future for the child and, 

essentially, for all people, we interpret the scene in an entirely new way when we reach the lines: 

. . . when I come back 

we will go out together, 

we will walk out together among 

the ten thousand things, 

each scratched too late with such knowledge, the wages 

of dying is love. (102-108) 

We realize that they are traveling together towards death, as is everyone. 

We experience a similar transformation in "Bleedthrough." While the title immediately 

suggests that the poem will talk about menstruation, Gregerson begins the poem with sun on a 

girl's eyelids (4-7) and spends the middle of the poem talking about metaphorical bleedthroughs, 

delaying the discussion of a literal bleedthrough until the end of the poem (88-91) where she 

applies universal significance that perhaps even in a negative situation, "Some parts / . . . were 

never bad" (88-89). Even though we finally arrive at a discussion of a literal bleedthrough, each 

10 



section alters our comprehension of the term throughout the course of the poem, so that it seems 

that the poem deals more with the semantic possibilities of the word than the most literal 

interpretation. 

While Williams's "Combat" does not indicate its shifts like Gregerson's, the poem 

performs a similar stunt of completely changing the situation and the reader's understanding of 

the situation throughout the poem. The speaker begins, for instance, by talking about a fighter on 

television: "I've been trying for hours to figure out who I was reminded of by the welterweight 

fighter /1 saw on television this afternoon all but ruin his opponent with counter-punches and 

now I have it" (1-2), quickly moves to a discussion of Moira, and finally concludes: "I knew 

something, surely: I'd have had to. What I really knew, of course, I'll never know again. / 

Beautiful memory, most precious and most treacherous sister: what temples must we build for 

you. And even then, how belatedly you open to us; even then, with what exuberance you cross 

us" (125-127). When we simply view the beginnings and ends of these poems, we can easily see 

how much their paths change, how much our views of the situation change. However, during the 

poem, these changes hardly feel extreme. Instead, change, though surprising, feels natural as 

though inevitable in a successful poem. 

A poet can build the foundation for change in many ways within a poem, most 

importantly through the use of image and strategic line breaks. Ellen Bryant Voigt in her essay 

"Image" defines an image as the detailed language that "tries to meditate between poet and page, 

between page and reader, to articulate the interior landscape and weather. . ." (60), which poets 

use to instantaneously change and enhance the situation. An image carries the weight of a 

poem's assertions, assertions that the reader might otherwise not be prepared to receive, since 

detai l" . . . sustain[s] the reader's passage into the imagined world of the poem" (93). In long 

11 



poems, images are especially necessary to let each scene bloom with the intensity of a single 

lyric poem, to sustain the changes through which the poem moves, to drive the reader's passage 

through the lines. This passage is essential to the success of a poem. In fact, one could say that 

this transportation of reader from reality to imagined world is poetry's main purpose, though it 

would be risky to term this as "escape." As McHugh argues, "To really enter a poem is not to 

escape; it is to have your mental map revised" (219). Mary Oliver in her essay explains that 

images,". . . more than anything else, can take us out of our own existence and let us stand in 

the condition of another instance, or another life" (108). When our minds temporarily dwell in a 

new world, we attain a new understanding of the poem. As detailed images can transport us to 

this new world, poems need them to allow the revision of the mental map. 

However, this "language of particulars" (92) cannot play a purely representational role. In 

order for a poem to develop, the details must also carry value as figurative language. Not only 

does the image hold such prominence in poetry because it represents the "interior landscape" in 

universal terms, it involves the reader in the poem through the following process: when 

presented with an image, the reader must first imagine the scene in sensory terms, draw from this 

scene information related to the poem, return to the poem with this new information, and finally 

apply this information to the context of the poem. Thus, the image requires that the reader 

participate actively in the reading of the poem, encouraging the reader to feel the emotions 

presented in the text more strongly. Additionally, the more unusual an image, the more a reader 

must participate and the greater the power an image will wield over both a reader's emotional 

and intellectual relationship with the poem's material. More importantly, this entire process 

happens instantaneously. This instantaneousness lies at the heart of successful poetry. Ezra 

Pound explains: "An 'Image' is that which presents an intellectual and emotional complex in an 

12 



instant of t ime . . . . It is the presentation of such a 'complex' instantaneously which gives that 

sense of sudden liberation; that sense of freedom from time limits and space limits; that sense of 

sudden growth, which we experience in the presence of the greatest works of art" (248-249). 

Voigt elaborates: this power the image wields 

. . . derives largely from its [the image's] own essential paradox—a 'picture in 

words' articulates a nondiscursive apperception through the discursive systems of 

language.... The most effective images, then, may be those in which the two 

opposing poles . . . are collapsed in on themselvesf,]... delivering 

simultaneously the concrete and the abstract, the empirical and the assumed, the 

representational and the expressive. (64) 

This duality, then, is an inherent and necessary aspect of a successful image. An image must 

present both the real and the unreal and it must do so through both detail and suggestion. Wallace 

Stevens claims, "The imagination loses vitality as it ceases to adhere to what is real . . . . [WJhile 

we are moved by it, we are moved as observers.... We understand the feeling of i t . . . . Yet we 

understand it rather than participate in it" (313-314). The power of an image lies in its 

simultaneous handling of both the representational and the expressive, the real and the unreal, so 

that the reader can both experience something new and recognize or identify with something 

from his or her own world. 

This double nature of the image resides easily in Kinnell's "Little Sleep's-Head 

Sprouting Hair in the Moonlight" when the speaker asks the child in her hypothetical future 

. . . to touch 

the almost imaginary bones 

under the face, to hear under the laughter 

13 



the wind crying across the black stones. (82-85) 

These images can be read literally: we can imagine the concept of bones just under the skin, or 

the noise wind makes over stones, but at the same time, both connote death. That is, bones 

implies a dead body, and crying connotes mourning. Black, an archetypal symbol of death, 

modifies stones, a representation of the earth to which we all return in death. Interestingly, these 

melancholy images strain against "laughter," implying that even during the joyful times of life, 

death approaches and the reverse, that even as death approaches, life laughs. 

In contrast, Gregerson's images in "Bleedthrough" seem mostly representational at first 

glance. For example, "As though // the vaults of fire had found their / boundary / in an act of wit 

. . . " (72-75) seems like a fancy description of fire in a painting, but upon closer inspection, we 

realize that it also subtly refers to hormonal anger, echoing an earlier part of the poem,".. .Don't 

rain / down fire again" (29-30). In this image, we can also see the representational or real, e.g., 

the edges of fire, and the expressive or unreal, e.g., fire finding boundaries in wit. Therefore this 

image brings many new layers of understanding. 

In Williams's "Combat," we again find images that seem purely representational. The 

images are formed with such realistic detail that we might overlook their metaphorical 

significance and hidden expressiveness. Let us consider this image: "In my mind now, naked, 

she's almost too much so, too blond, too gold, her pubic hair, her arm and leg fur, / all of it is 

brushed with light, so much glare she seems to singe the very tissue of remembrance, / but there 

are—I can see them now and didn't then—promises of dimness, vaults and hidden banks of 

coolness" (72-74). While we can certainly imagine a real, living, blonde from this description, 

the colors play other roles as well. First, the light hair reminds us of Moira's Aryan heritage and 

her family's place in the Holocaust. Second, the dimness and coolness can allude to Moira's 

14 



potentially impure, dark motives, of which the speaker was not aware during the relationship. 

Additionally, the darkness he imagines now represents the role his memory plays here: he is 

revising even her coloring. Perhaps his memory itself has dim spots in the poem's present tense. 

In each of these images, we find another important duality as well: the simultaneous 

presentation of joy and melancholy. Kinnell's presents laughter and death, Gregerson juxtaposes 

fire with wit, and Williams hints at the darkness hiding in the form of a practically glowing 

woman. This balance adds power to images as well. However, many poems fail here, naively 

focusing too much on joy. Zagajewski cautions that this ".. .boundless naivete can trigger a 

primal and not entirely unfounded aversion. The ability to acknowledge what's negative and 

ominous in life is indispensable" (128). Witold Gombrowicz especially rejected the stereotypical 

poetic obsession with joy in his essay "Against Poets," summarized by Zagajewski: 

"Gombrowicz's chief complaint against poetry was its excessive 'sweetness,' the 

disproportionate amount of sugar in poetry" (128). Yet, there are just as many poems, if not 

more, filled only with "melancholy, irony, doubt, and despair" (131), poems that we reject 

because they forget to acknowledge that in any situation, melancholy can only be felt if there is a 

direct contrast with joy, and vice versa. Even in the most tragic of situations, the tragedy exists 

only because there was first joy, for one cannot know loss if one did not first love and enjoy what 

was lost. Conversely, one can only truly experience joy if at least some sorrow also dwells in the 

experience. Gregerson, in "A Conversation with Linda Gregerson," states t ha t " . . . joy needs 

foothold; it is no t . . . made of airy nothing. And foothold on this mortal earth involves much 

grimness." In his interview with Kinnell, Gardner agrees that: " . . . moments of transcendence 

on this earth are brought about by the presence of decay . . . " (424). The true human experience 

lies in the constant struggle for attention between melancholy and joy, as if they were siblings 

15 



vying for our affections, or, as Gregerson terms them," . . . death and joy: two sides of the single 

revelation." Zagajewski suggests that".. .the writer's pressing task must be the weighing of these 

two components [melancholy and joy]..." (132), naming this balance "poetry's modest, binary 

legacy" (131). This balancing act is the essence of poetry, which poets achieve most successfully 

by turning that which is not beautiful into something beautiful, even if some part of it still 

disturbs us. In fact, this very act, this innate ability within us to perceive something once utterly 

un-beautiful as beautiful, disturbs us. It seems, even, that poetry should disturb us, that the 

altering of the mental map in a poem happens in this disturbance, when we experience both 

revolt and pleasure in seeing something beautiful born out of something ugly. Interestingly, this 

act lives at the very core of our society. The religious ideas of forgiveness and rebirth, even our 

puritanical work ethic all center on this idea of transformation. 

The speaker in "Little Sleep's-Head Sprouting Hair in the Moonlight," memorably 

contrasts love with sorrows as he cautions his daughter: 

. . . leam, 

as you stand 

at this end of the bridge which arcs, 

from love, you think, into enduring love, 

leam to reach deeper 

into the sorrows 

to come.. . . (76-82) 

Gregerson, also balancing joy and melancholy well in "Bleedthrough," connects the " . . . 

exorbitant field to which // there is / no outside . . . " (9-11) of the sun-glazed lids with " . . . this 

first plague of being-in-place, this stain // of chemical proneness . . . " (12-15), juxtaposing the 

16 



lovely, familiar idea of light on eyelids and an exorbitant field with a plague. "Combat" exhibits 

an equally successful balance of joy and melancholy with lines such as: 

In some ways it was, I think, her most precious possession, and . . . 

. . . each time the images would be the same— 

a body by the roadside, a child's—awful—her mother'd tried to hide her eyes but 

she'd jerked free; 

a white ceramic cup of sweet, cold milk in the dingy railroad station of some 

forgotten city, 

then the boat, the water, black, the webs of rushing foam she'd made up creatures 

for, who ran beneath the waves 

and whose occupation was to snare the boat, to snarl i t . . . . (33-38) 

Even in a grim description of a complicated trip from Germany to America during World War II, 

Williams infuses the story with details that bring light to the tale, such as the sweet milk or the 

depiction of a child's imagination. 

Images therefore rely on dualities: the real and unreal, the representational and 

expressive, the intellectual and emotional, the joyful and melancholy. When a poet successfully 

uses duality within powerful images, the poem takes on whole new levels of significance and 

more deftly carries us from our initial impressions to our changed understanding of the poem at 

the end. More specifically, long poems use the duality of images to sustain intensity and fluidity 

through transitions as they carry readers from a beginning to a new conceptual end. 

The second way poets incorporate a sense of change or journey in a poem is through the 

use of surprising line breaks. While the handling of the line remains unique to each poet, the use 

of line breaks serves a universal purpose here, or, at the very least, a purpose for which all line 

17 



breaks should strive. McHugh asserts that "each line break significantly reconceives not only the 

status of the sentence, but the status of the narrative the sentence stands for. Line breaks willfully 

remind us of the wordlessness that surrounds and shapes the verbal passage." Here McHugh 

underlines an important aspect of successful poetry: wordlessness. The unsaid, the words hiding 

past the edge of the line, the unknown life of the narrator—all these silences intrigue us in a 

poem. The concision in poetry asks us to fill in the blanks, either with our own lives or with our 

imagination as it struggles to envisage the poem's world, the world that created the text. This 

silence, this blankness, is continuously emphasized by the poem's nature. When what we expect 

to happen in the continuation of the sentence across a line break is contradicted, we are taking 

note of what was left unsaid at the end of the first line. The " . . . convention of continuance is 

always being queried by poetic structure: a lineated poem is constantly ending" (208). McHugh 

aptly notes: 

A constant unsettling in the grounds of the poetic, an obsessive literalness about 

approaching.. .a provisional end where it [the line] must hang, for a moment, at 

the edge of wordlessness—these features of the lyric definitively undermine the 

constitutional groundwork of narration.... [G]iven a blank we can't help trying 

to fill it in along lines of customary seeing or saying. But the best poetic lines 

undermine those habits.... (208) 

Thus, line breaks serve to create tension by inviting us to predict the narrative arch of the 

poem, which the poem can then undermine. " . . . [0]ur readerly appetite to know a narrative 

destination seeks out a likely story.... [LJineation is always working with and against the 

narrative urge in readers toward the story's one-and-only end, toward an exhaustive answer . . . " 

(212). At the silence at the end of a line, we are continuously generating fresh expectations, and 

18 



each new line has the opportunity to support or turn away from these expectations. In a poem, we 

need some lines that break our expectations and some that support them in order to create 

successful tension between expectations and surprise. This element of tension is essential to a 

long poem and its use of change. While a single line might not change our interpretation of the 

whole poem, the accumulation of this tension eventually alters our relationship with the poem. 

Gregerson acknowledges this: " . . . I will sometimes find I need to cut back, because all the 

poem has been doing for the last two/fifths of its duration is fulfilling expectations. So I need to 

back up, derail it, and go someplace else. And I don't know where that someplace else is . . . " 

("A Conversation with Linda Gregerson"). She demonstrates her skillful breaking of 

expectations in "Bleedthrough." For example, in the sentence "My daughter has a trick now of 

composing / her face / and her shoulders and arms in a terrible be- / seeching shape..." (19-22), 

we expect neither "her face" after "composing" or "seeching" after "be-." We might expect that 

the daughter composes music or art, not her face, and in the case of "be-," we are unsure what 

will follow. We are surprised by each line, whether by our broken expectations or the ironic 

effect that we are surprised when our expectations are filled, which results in our curiosity for the 

next line. In turn, this drives the poem. 

Williams's line breaks are less dramatic in "Combat" since he approaches the line 

differently. Instead of pivoting within a stanza, Williams uses long lines to contain his syntactical 

pivoting within a line. However, we experience surprise in several places. For example, when we 

read, "And if the mother shuddered, what would Moira have gone through with me spinning at 

her nipple, / her own juices and the inept emissions I'd splatter on her gluing her to me? / The 

purifying Jew" (116-118), the first sentence's complex syntax combined with the end-stop 

creates a large pause, a pause in which we begin to expect that the next line will tell us what 
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Moira would have gone through. Instead, "The purifying Jew" (118) takes us by surprise. This 

causes the speech-like quality of the poems to never feel loose or prosaic; instead the lines feel 

full of energy. It is as if we, as readers, witness the mind's need to say everything at once 

straining against the constraints of syntax and line, leading to the interruptions and revisions that 

allow the poem to pivot. 

Perhaps even more obviously than Williams, Kinnell breaks expectations in "Little 

Sleep's-Head Sprouting Hair in the Moonlight" at the end of the poem, saying, " . . . the wages / 

of dying is love" (107-108). At the end of the line, we expect the next line to read: "of sin is 

death" yet Kinnell surprises us both by changing a familiar phrase and by introducing the idea 

that perhaps the consequence of inevitable death is love. In all three poems, line breaks 

significantly intensify the poem by creating and breaking expectations, an experience which 

excites readers and motivates passage through the poem. 

While line breaks drive the poem with the tension between expectation and surprise, they 

also create tension as they simultaneously strain against and work with the syntax of the 

sentence. We feel the pulsing of the language as syntax pushes against the line then relaxes. 

McHugh explains, "A poem is . . . a structure of internal resistances" (208). This is even more 

important in long poems as the tension between syntax and line churns and drives the poem 

forward like a train across its many changes in course. To artfully use line and syntax to enhance 

the poem, a poet must first understand that the line and the grammatical unit are not the same and 

should not appear to be the same (unless aligning line and syntax builds a pattern for the purpose 

of breaking it at a crucial moment). Robert Pinsky, in his book The Sounds of Poetry, cautions 

against this: " . . . the line and the syntactical unit are not necessarily the same. Much 

unsatisfying . . . writing proceeds from not getting this idea right." Even if a poet understands 
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this idea, comprehending how to control the line can still be a difficult task, since " . . . no two 

grammatical joinings between words are alike . . . [E]very line ending slices into the sentence a 

little differently" (30). One must consider where the line breaks should fall in each sentence to 

create the maximum amounts of surprise (without obscuring meaning) and tension between line 

and sentence. Often, the most effective technique for line breaks is not to use enjambment for 

every line, but to use enjambment sometimes and to sometimes use end-stopped lines (lines that 

end with a pause or punctuation) in order to control pacing of the poem or emphasize certain 

aspects. 

Additionally, one must consider the fact that the emphasis created by line breaks might in 

fact alter the poem as a whole by giving emphasis to some aspects instead of others. After all, 

".. .the varying intersection of syntax and line, sometimes in agreement and sometimes in an 

interference pattern, is precisely expressive" (Pinsky 40-41), yet this expression can prove quite 

difficult to manage. For example, in a sentence such as "Her eyes lifted like dark birds from a 

gunshot," how does one decide where to break the line for maximum potency? Is "Her eyes 

lifted / like dark birds / from a gunshot" inherently better or worse than "Her eyes / lifted like 

dark / birds from a gunshot"? Certainly the first option seems less surprising, since " . . . 

enjambments [that] occur at phrase boundaries . . . are relatively mild. By contrast, radical 

enjambment releases a lot of energy. . ." (Wallace and Boisseau 94). But what if the poet wants 

to slow down the sentence? Then perhaps the poet should choose the first option since it slows 

the pace slightly, but "[p]ause or delay is only part of the effect. . . . In addition, paradoxically, 

we feel a slight speeding up as the momentum of the interrupted phrase and sentence reasserts 

itself and seems to pull the voice around the comer into the next line" (94). This "double nature 
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of such enjambment—pause, hurry—gives it the power of seeming to imitate or express in 

rhythm quite opposite effects" (94). 

As if this decision were not complicated enough, one must also consider subtle changes 

in semantics. For example, the first option allows the possible interpretation that the eyes are 

lifting from a gunshot, instead of the birds, while the second option allows for the interpretation 

that the comparison applies equally to "dark" and "birds from a gunshot," as if they were 

separate concepts. How do these considerations change if the sentence becomes, "Her eyes lifted 

like the dark birds from a gunshot"? Suddenly the poet has the option of equal line lengths ("Her 

eyes lifted / like the dark birds / from a gunshot"). Is this option somehow more appealing, or 

less so? As Pinsky points ou t , " . . . a line is not necessarily a unit of equal length throughout a 

poem. On the other hand, the lines do unmistakably have a certain rhythm in common, an artful 

coherence: part of the pleasure the poem gives is hearing that rhythm while the sentence courses 

over i t . . . " (27). He then highlights that these are not all the poet's options either. The poet, in 

the longer imagined work that this sentence hypothetically comes from, might choose to have 

wide variances in line lengths, some lines that match syntax, some that radically break it, some 

lines that pause and others that rush forward: "The run-over lines and pauses, the varying line 

lengths, the varying way the unit of syntax . . . coincides with the unit of rhythm . . . or does not 

coincide—all of these create an expressive, flamboyant whole. The poem speeds up and slows 

down many different ways" (28). In fact, it seems that the poet can never draw a final line on 

how many choices he or she has. There is " . . . an infinite range of expressive possibilities as 

the unit of syntax and the line sometimes coincide to reinforce each other, sometimes differ, in 

ever-varying degrees" (29). All these possibilities can exist within a single sentence of twelve 

syllables, and obviously, practically any poem imaginable will be longer than twelve syllables. 
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The use of line and syntax therefore contains infinite possibilities as the medium through which 

poems, especially long poems, sustain themselves. 

While I do not claim to have mastered the long poem, I have used Kinnell's, Gregerson's, 

and Williams's poems as models of how to structure my own long poems. My poem sequence 

"Hourglass," structured like The Book of Nightmares, changes scene and voice instantly with the 

beginning of each individual poem. In contrast, my poem "Countdown," following Gregerson's 

structure, divides itself into sections that represent the changing perspective of the speaker as she 

moves through time. "Nightmare," more akin to Williams's, transitions without sections, moving 

mainly through connective images. Each of these poems has revealed the challenges of 

sustaining a long poem, but Kinnell, Gregerson, and Williams have offered invaluable insight on 

how to achieve this. In each of these poems, image transports us to their imagined worlds where 

we become vulnerable to change, to redirection as the poem sees fit. Line breaks, too, change our 

conception of the poem by building tension between our expectations and surprise, and the 

tension between syntax and line creates music and complex effects in the poems, which 

intensifies the poems' power. Each of these tools serves an essential role in sustaining the long 

poem, and in the long poem, we find that the imagined world blossoms into not just a single lyric 

instant but a myriad of moments. The long poem, then, is not a snapshot of time but a snapshot 

of the mind's commute across consciousness, complete with its bizarre associations and radical 

tangents that, in the end, show the profound and absurd nature of the world. 
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Fingers 

Slippery uterine 
fingers unfolded my 
cells one by one into 
trembling veins, mouth yawning 
her red warmth, eyes blinking 
in the dark. She cupped me 

like a small pink bird till 
she squeezed me into the 
awful tunnel. Muscles 
with the hurried rhythm 
of a startled heart shaped 
me into a slick pill, 

rejected me as new. 
Expecting wings, I flapped 
and shrieked in fear, surprise, 
at the garish colors 
and the rough world pulling 
her sticky caress from 

my skin. Strange hands slapped me, 
taught me to cry, to squint 
under hard hospital 
lights, to feel my own weight 
in empty air, to thrash 
for my mother's soft flesh. 
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Wild Foals 

Manes and tails flying in the rush, 
galloping fast through fields 
of dolls and chairs, we rejoiced 
under fluorescent moonlight. 

Hair tangled and free, legs sore 
from chase, we slept in the shade 
of blankets and bathed 
in tap water streams. 

By day, we chewed grass and berries 
in the yard, near the fence. 
By night, we curled as foals and frolicked 
in our sleep. But soon, 

I was dragged away, kicking 
and stamping my feet. I reared my head 
until I collapsed in defeat. Then brushes 
tamed my messy mane, and school 

flogged the uneven prance 
from my step. Two legs became 
arms, pale and graceful. I forgot 
the wild heather in faraway fields. 
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At Twelve 

With paper skin and plastic smile, 
she sits as pretty as a doll, 
afraid to shake her porcelain 
head with honest laughter. 

But in two years, eighteen wheelers 
of the world will come crashing through 
her fragile frame. All will break, will 
lie shattered on the floor, 

crying, stepped on, then broken more. 
But after, her broken shards will mend 
with needle, time and thread, will stitch 
into something new: soft, 

flexible, live. Then, that crazy 
quilted girl, that reconstructed 
Frankenstein creation, will pull 
shards from her scars, will look 

back and laugh. But today, she's still 
young, still glass, lifting drowsy eyes 
and coffee head to camera's flash, 
aching for her primal smash. 
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Love: Six Variations 

Let me be, for a moment, cliche (which I know you hate): 
when I look in your eyes, I know 
our future. We'll marry in a year or two. 
Later, we'll have David, then Hope. 
We'll never lose our love. 
How could we? You are my One. 

But this reality might not be the only one. 
What if in some other life, we're bound by hate? 
Maybe we do marry and grow old, but not in love. 
We stay together out of obligation, routine. We know 
each other too well. Cute habits become irritations; hope 
becomes dismay. (What if the universe were split like this in two 

or three, or six?) Somewhere else, we never meet—two 
strangers with separate lives. I have many lovers; not one 
stays a whole night, and their sum is always less than you. I hope 
to fill my lack (of you) with sex and drugs, but I begin to hate 
the empty nights. You, too, know 
lacking. You have a wife, but not love. 

In universe four, we both find a love 
of sorts. I am a writer, two 
poems a day, eight cats in the way. I know 
I'm lonely, but hey, it's for the arts. One 
might say you're the same with your games. You hate 
your life, but can't change, only wallow in hope. 

In universe five, you're still trapped by mom and dad with no hope 
of a better, freer life. You dish washer, you dog walker, you'd love 
to get out, but can't. I worship God. Instead of normal love and hate, 
I have judgment. Everything but God is number two, 
He is Everything, Number One. 
(But this is just a dream, you know.) 
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Universe six is the worst of all. God knows 
we've prayed for any end but this. To hope 
now is to be foolish. You are losing me one 
day at a time to cancer. After I die, you'll look for love 
(always less than me), joy, maybe sex, too, 
but only find disease, loneliness, and hate. 

Then again, what do I know of universes? Only this here, 
this now, and I hope we do grow old, 
bearing the hate of the world as one, not two. 

31 



Stopped Breath 

By now, I've spelled it out 
fifty times in careful 
ink and buried stillborn babes 
in your name, 

in my swollen book. I've 
strained against your thorny 
hush so long all my clothes 
are freckled 

with red, just to bleed this 
frustration from my veins, 
and then to wake reborn 
in your arms, 

tiny, squirming, new. Just 
to start again, in words 
this time. But you greet me 
each dawn with 

ice, and each nightfall I 
winter. If only we 
might unfreeze our marriage 
bed, unlearn 

this language of sighs and 
averted eyes and how, 
at our end, you hold me 
with the chilled 

detachment of a dog. 
If only we ever 
might unknow my empty, 
hemorrhaged womb. 
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Glass in the Garden 

Backdrop of pixilated foliage. 
A vaguely familiar horse 
brays near a fence. 
Your name below. 

Next result: list of new 
employees for the Seattle 
utilities department. Your name 
hiding in the field. 

Whispers of you 
splinter like glass 
in a search engine. 
Like a prayer, I dig 

once a week 
to find you here, but only 
grasp these transparent shards 
of what used to be my future. 

Where are you now? 
I am perpetually one step 
behind, cutting 
feet on broken 

promises. I remember 
how it feels to be 
your afterthought: a blemish 
in consciousness, a shattered 

sentence. Glass in the garden. 
Today I unearth your sister's 
face and leafy arms 
that squeeze my heart. 
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I dig deeper to her roots, 
which branch into thickets 
of beloved faces, 
every face but yours. 
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Anesthesia 

Under bright bulbs, a bare ceiling, and masked 
faces, I panic, clinging to memories 
like knots on a rope ladder. I count down 
our days together: one hundred, ninety-

nine, ninety-eight, but the anesthetic 
puts my nerve endings to bed like small babes 
and turns my vision to swirls, a giant Van Gogh. 
I frantically grab my brush, start painting 

you into my mind's summer scene, your eyes 
first, the color of jade. Soon your face stares 
back at me. I've painted on you a look 
of longing. Throughout the day, I finger 

the canvas edges to make sure you're still 
there. But in the end, I lose track of you, 
as if you were something I could misplace, 
like keys, loose change, a smooth pebble, as if, 

in the darkened theater of my chest, there weren't 
a box seat in your name and a sign saying, 
"Reserved," as if I didn't use sculptures 
of your hands as bookends around my life, 

pressed in prayer. After all, these are my roles: 
to cut my thumb on your picture and leak 
my sour blood, to forget my place, to reach 
for you when I shouldn't, like a wave that 

rolls across a body of sand for a kiss. 
But your cliff face turns me away and breaks 
my bones with steady repetition like 
hammers on my heart, sculpting me to dust. 
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I Saw Chelsea Drown 

In night's descent, she sleeps, and neither babes 
crying nor angels singing, hands around 
her throat or bells ringing can summon her 
from watery dreams, or draw her heavy head 
from coral pillows, navy sheets, where hair 
spreads out—a damsel's fan, where peaceful eyes 
explore the current's scenes. Elsewhere, someone 
says, "I saw Chelsea Drown," a funny pun 
till they find her asleep in the riverbed. 
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Nightmare 

A sprinkle of blood 
in my morning milk: you tint 
my whole life pink. You slide 
your bony fingers around every inch 
of my memory, clinging 
to my curvy thoughts. You slip 

into the summer I learned 
to ride a bike, loiter 
in my twelfth birthday party, hover 
in the doorway 

of my high school classroom, brush 
my shoulder in a busy city 
crowd, whisper in my husband's voice. 

At night, your face hangs 
over me as a spinning mobile, 
lips murmuring a gentle song, arms searching 
for mine, tears glistening 
in the moonlight. 

Then the moon flees behind a cloud. 
Streetlamps wither into the ground. 
Something rough and breathing brushes 
my thigh. Mouths of diamond 

close upon me and rip flesh, 
like pulling a pinecone 
from my kidney. 
I quiver, I flail, I scream 
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your name, but the wolves eat 
my mouth, the white 
ligament between tongue 
and throat. I am reduced 
to shuddering bones, caressing 

myself in a frozen ivory stance 
until your face drops from the sky 
and claims me whole. I fall 
onto your tongue, remade. You lurch, 

and gravity loses track of me. 
I am a penny in its pocket, 
falling through a hole. 

A tiny circle in bloody Saran wrap, 
pressed and sealed, suspended in air. 
Through bleeding slits, I see 
Mephisto, a trebled scorpion, 

lithe, bony arms, a hollow 
rib cage, monstrous horns. 
Wreathed in lightning, 
his thunderous laughter rattles 
my bones in their joints. 

"Vomit," he commands 
with the voice of a thousand angry snakes. 
But I am packaged—the lava 
catches in my mouth. My wrapping 
splits; I tumble out into my own boiling 
toilet. I am hell's rejected breakfast. 

You pull my hair 
back gently from my sweating face. 
Your fingertips linger on my shoulders, 
filling me with sadness, yearning 
and shame, heavy like sand 

that reclines in its eternal marriage bed 
with the sky, sand that, 
in a menopausal hot flash, burns 
my toes with each step. I am striding 
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towards an old white church 
with a tall cross on the roof. 
I've been here before. 

I am four, 
looking up at the huge church door. 
Something wet lands on my face. 
I hear my mother scream. 

I step back, look up, and see her 
hanging on the cross, dripping 
tears that disappear 
into the sand. Now I see a glass 

of thick white poison. I know 
what I must do. I grab the cup 
and bring it to my lips, 
ready to be the sacrifice, 
ready to make my mother proud. 

You take my glass from me, 
now forty three, 
and fill my shaking arms 
with a small boy with large 
blue eyes. We are on top of a bus 
with no rails. 

Green and brown splashes 
streak past: a still frame of bullet 
landscapes hungering for bird. 
Giggles ring in my ear 
like tiny bell-shaped rhymes. 

Twenty tiny hands 
grasp at my back, braid my hair, 
tickle my sides. 
I turn and see children piling 
on each other like mice 
in a giant squirming jungle gym, 

and then a flash of beige disappears 
over the edge. Two thuds. 
Penguins before water, 
the rest flock to the edges 
and jump in glee. I reach 
for the smallest, but he grins 
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and slips through my crooked fingers 
like water. I fall to my knees, choking 
as the familiar river of loss 
floods my lungs. 

I gulp it down, and my children, 
whom I never knew, whose lives 
I try to paint each night, 
rise up from deep in my chest 
for air like dolphins 
in the fresh water. 

My lungs breathe in their bursts 
of laughter, carrying it like oxygen 
until it catches in my neck. My arm 
goes numb. You grab my heart, 
squeezing pressure 

into my veins, stretching 
my boundaries until I burst. 
You have your fill and recede, 

leaving the entrails of my life 
to hang off the doorknob, 
to drip as tears on violin strings, 
strumming my lullaby. 
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Hell Bent 

Frustrated, the man thinks 
of going blind, of having to 
gently tap along empty 
hallways, listening 
for the longer echoes 

of hallways to the side, 
for the shorter, harsher 
echoes of a closed door 
straight ahead, for the muffled 
sound of a dead end. 

But even then, down those 
corridors to the side, possibilities 
of self-reliance might grow under 
fingertips, followed quickly 
by a lust for bumps on paper. 

Dismayed, he thinks 
of going deaf, of living 
in a silent world where 
his mouth could 
never form sounds, 

could never test the rhythm 
or tone of a line. A world 
where chirping birds 
or howling winds 
could never enter his mind. 

But even then, he might 
remember the sounds his mother 
made while she cooked dinner, 
or his sister's music in a distant room, 
chased by rhythms in inner ear. 
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Perhaps, he thinks, he could 
cut off his hand—a swift chop, 
a pool of blood, 
numbing pain. No more 
obligation to the pen. 

But even then, 
his mind would write 
lines behind his eyes 
until they overflowed 
from the mouth like vomit. 

To be deaf, dumb and blind: 
that is peace. Or better yet, 
he could be dead. 
Yet, still it seems, he might 
never escape the gnawing 

at the corners 
of his mind, telling him 
to write. Like his drunken 
father and his leather belt, 
it urges him to paper, to pen. 

But nothing comes. 
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Countdown 

l. 

At 7:30am, I reset my clock 
to midnight, the little zeros 
opening like mouths to say, 
"It's time." At noon, when 

I've drawn a whole forest 
of doodles on my notebook, 
organized my closet, and calculated 
the value of i, my little clock 

will tell me I am four hours 
into Nowhere, a country 
into which I drive farther still, 
my foot hard on the pedal. 

2. 

When the teens flood 
the streets with hair grease 
as they hurry to kill some time, 
and when I've sorted my thumbtacks 

by color and alphabetized 
my music and determined 
that my progress is anything 
over zero, I'll stare at the clock 

like a gun to see the time 
I've chewed and spewed 
into my spittoon: six hours, 
forty minutes, and counting. 
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3. 

When I've started to memorize 
my vows and planned who I'll invite 
to the wedding, should I ever 
be engaged, and when my page stares at me 

with the white of a wedding veil, 
the words hiding behind like eyes, 
the deadline approaching all in black 
like a solemn, deadly 

groom, my diligent clock will shout 
9:00, go, go! in desperation 
for the silence to explode into excited 
dancing letters like guests from a church. 
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Hourglass 

Hiroshima 

Our words almost 
spoken, leaning over the edges 
of our lips, ready to fall, 
our eyes gazing forever 
straight ahead, our legs 
bending and stretching, 
but always still. 

Here, the glass moment closes 
on eternity like a giant mouth. Here, 
we find time enough to fold 
our memories into origami hearts, to dream 
our lifetimes over again, 
to memorize the bricks in a building, 

the stitches in a coat. 
Suddenly, heat, as if all 
the tired, fearful souls 
were shaking the city 
into a choleric fever, 

but we never feel the burn, 
our lungs still waiting to gasp, 
our hearts still waiting to beat, 
our throats still waiting to scream. 

Now light: the fires of the sun 
fill up our sight. 
We stare into God's eyes 
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and his heart swells up, bursts. 
The streets run red with his blood, 

and I fall through to the dark side of life. 
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Intruder 

The heat entered 
like my husband, 

not stopping to knock 
on the door, but running straight 

to my bed to shout 
the news, to shake 

my shoulders, to slap my face, 
to look me in the eye 

and say, "This is not a dream." 
He peeled my dress 

from my skin, ran his fiery 
tongues across my breasts, down 

my stomach, between my legs, 
until I showed my pulsing veins, 

cringing muscles. 
He burned the tears 

from my eyes and dried 
me with ash. 

Just as fast, he left 
through the back door, 

one fingerprint smothering 
my floor and smoke hanging 

in the air, my body blackened, 
bleeding, insides bared. 
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The Tiger's Retreat 

"Once your life was a tiger, 
crouched and growling 
in my belly, ready to pounce 

on the world, to prowl 
through the jungle, to leave 
large tracks in the soft earth. 

But then the bomb came, the city 
cried out in pain, and the poison 
fell on you like a monsoon. 

Having seen the hate in the world 
as if it were his own shadow, 
the tiger retreated, curled up, 

and went to sleep." 
My son looks up at me and grins, 
"Tiger!" His slow speech washes 

over me as it has for fifteen 
years, like a great wave rubbing 
my pebble heart smooth. 
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Snowstorm 

Hours after the floors 
rippled, the air filled 
with a gray snowstorm. 
I ran outside, twirling 

in the twilight noon, 
trying to catch 
the snowflakes on my tongue. 
Gracefully they circled 

lower and lower, until they landed 
with a small thud on my tongue, 
their parachutes collapsing 
over their curled bodies, 

covering my face with warmth. 
Then they got to their feet 
on the bumpy field of my tongue. 
They stood at attention, saluted, 

and started to march. I closed my lips 
like tent flaps around the tiny scene. 
Only then did I notice— 
everyone on my street had fled. 

Only then did I feel 
the tiny soldiers set fire 
to my throat and lungs 
on the way to my belly. 
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The Hunt for the Dragon 

I was too close 
when the great dragon 
awoke in the middle 
of the city. I must 
have startled it, because 

it leapt at me in fury, 
enveloping me in its fiery 
breath, slashing my arm 
with giant smoky claws, 
blinding me with its great 

whiteness. Then it left me 
bleeding on the sidewalk, 
and I heard it feeding 
on other streets. For an hour 
I didn't move, didn't breathe 

for fear of its return. 
At last I had the strength 
to rise and wrap myself 
in a blanket. I began 
to hunt my revenge. 

For days I wandered 
the streets and hills, 
marveling at the dead bodies 
everywhere like rotting fish 
floating in a flooded city. 

I followed the cries 
of horror, the stench of death, 
the trail of ash, but it was gone, 
returned to its molten pit. 
Exhausted, I laid down 
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in a soft field, where no one 
would disturb my sleep 
except the dissolving heat 
as it nibbled away 
like mice at my flesh. 
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The Last Window 

I look up through a window. 
Someone bends down to trace 
curves on the glass. I trace back 
from the other side, 
following her fingertips 
as if she were my mother. 

Life is so many things, 
but now compressed between 
two pairs of hands. 
At last I see what she sees, 
my final stance fixed in paled cement, 
my final signature. 
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