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I wanted to write you another letter, 
about a tree in its park, or a leopard among animals,  
but the words kept piling up, lifeless and inert. 
I remembered the jelly-fish we saw our last summer. 
They were strewn along the shore, but transparent,  
and barely noticeable at the water's edge,  
like something the ocean had dreamed. So I wrote  
about a real tree instead, the one you said seemed so still 
and skeletal in our front yard. Then I wrote the word green 
to adorn it. I wrote every word I knew for faith and belief 
and placed them in ribbons around the trunk. 
I'm still here, they said, in the upper branches, leaning 
into every wind, all the way in. I never saw 
those thin, vein-like tentacles, etched in sand like fossilized bone 
around their soft bellies until you pointed to them.  
I never felt like looking. 
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I imagined that you had returned, as if from sea,  
as the hippalectryon, the fire-colored horse-chanticleer.  
When I stitched my mistakes into yet another monster,  
you said it was fate, but you locked the tower gates. 
You took my grief into a faraway kingdom, and built a room for it,  
where impish creatures scratch the floor in the dark. 
You placed a laboratory table, complete with straps 
and elaborate equipment to measure every pulse and twitch. 
You adorned the walls with your image, and routed our demons 
with sunrise singing. You lined the village fountains with rare coins. 
Your cults filled the temples. At home, citizens whispered  
your secrets to each other. I will ask you to sing them to me,  
later, while my eyes are still closed.  
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In my letter, I said that I felt helpless, a fish gasping in alien air. 
I was thinking of the difference between penance and pennant.   
 
I can show you our other fictions—our heads hung low, with smoke  
rising around us in slender strings, or the image of a swallowtail,  
 
tapered into a green, delicate V. I will say this again, but will guard  
against the brighter lie—the copper coin, the child’s trick.  
 
Every star is dying behind its light, but this light still signals  
at the lid of this world, where the rooms are darkened, 
 
and every blank wall is a door swinging inward, 
and every promise begins or ends until forgiven or forgotten, 
 
and every silence culls and pulls until our eyes only see 
the Os of their sockets, and every mouth says yes and yes, 
 
and everything points elsewhere, and everything is the answer. 
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In the 4th century BCE, the Persian king decreed  
that soldiers guarding the Grecian bridge should untie one knot per day 
on a string of sixty knots. On the last one, they could return home. 
 
The Roman m derives from the Egyptian consonantal n, depicting waves.  
If I could also lengthen my voice, as along a willow bending 
low towards water, as if to be held there, or as knots in a weave  
 
counting the blank days that follow, the rivers emptying somewhere else, 
if my hands could place stones in the likeness of hands, or marking 
something hidden, if any of this could say come home….  
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Enfilade: 
 
 
To string, to clothe, to fire along a line like stringing, 
To sing without meaning, to sing without arrangements, 
As with mirrors on opposite sides of every room, 
 
To think of an infinitely long vista, a labyrinth with no one inside, 
To fill the lanes with troops, to empty the cities of subjects, 
As if you could look away, as if the trenches weren’t extending, 
 
As if we could shuffle off these arrays, these vague and binding loops. 
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In my letter, I described the wooden boat  
where we spent a day in the summer.  
It was like a toy in our enameled tub,  
and you laughed at every wave that bumped it.  
I think of this as if it happened twice.  
 
But all order is imposed, even a calm afternoon,  
with only three clouds, one for each sky.  
 
When our scenery changed, you became  
as a backdrop, or a mountain   
rising thin and silver out of the water.  
 
This is not yet a memory, but a projection,  
of something else, a photograph, or a film.   
When you first spoke of our sorrow,  
the word was just a shadow.  
 
Plato said to be on guard against this fiction.  
But the fiction is always there.   
My hands have touched its strange brick. 
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We were like characters in a story about a house.  
It collapsed into vapor.  
 
You were the girl wreathed in gold and green. 
You were the girl among garlands. 
 
There was a desk, a lamp, and a broken chair 
where I fell asleep. 
 
There were other elisions. You were also sleeping, 
and only fire could wake you. 
 
In the true story you were the ghost   
saying twin serpents are dead in their tree. 
 
In the true story I was the ghost 
saying someone else is buried here. 
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Basilisk: 
 
 
In ancient Greece, a serpent hatched its egg 
in the nest of the ruby-crowned kinglet, 
the little warbler, song-throated, gold-crested. 
 
If you arrange your mirrors, so you see only its reflection, 
and not the array of brass cannons along the wall, 
if you look away, nervously, towards another terror, 
 
if you translate this famine into fields of seedless corn, 
if you refuse to speak of it, these letters are dangerous  
in the hands of a person of no good-will. 
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天堂  
 
 
In heaven, there is space enough  
for a sky piled on sky, every day. 
 
If I translate this as a person 
walking towards a distant object, 
 
there is a line stretched across the letters 
where the huddled V’s perch like jaguars. 
 
I could have described this as eucalyptus trees 
bending backwards from their trunks. 
 
This, you said, is too much, this you said, 
with your arms stretched out, startling the air. 
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Put into one scale the pleasures which any object may offer. 
 
Put into the other, the belief in an abstract sea where the future drifts. 
 
If I must believe in the sea, I will imagine a boat house. 
 
I will imagine a world of leisure, a world without pain. 
 
The most effective means of avoiding pain is to retire within. 
 
I will imagine a world without water, a boat moored to a high cliff-top. 
 
I could fill this letter as I please with perfect triangles and squares. 
 
I could imagine an infinity of boat-shaped squares, tricycles in a park. 
 
I could imagine volumes of water emptying into an invisible mouth. 
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Dear Reader, you are a thief.  
Bring back the periods from their text. 
There is an oval, a ruddy orange,  
somewhere in the center of the page.  
I see you slipping towards it. 
 

Dear Reader, this is not your cellar door. 
This is a plume of red, a blush, or a wound. 
If I find you in the thickest of the press, 
we will read each other's faces and hands. 
Our words are for ghosts. 
 

Dear Reader, there are flowers 
behind your back because the world is sufficient. 
This is a map of what I know, not what I see.  
The clouds arrive like clockwork.  
There are kingdoms between us. 
 

Dear Reader, even if you were a river 
it would never empty into this sentence, 
but we will gather coins for an ancient fountain, 
and when I write the next letter, 
it will say that I love you.  
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You said the mountains in the distance were sterile, with only one tree swaying.  
 
Because I was still speaking, I didn’t hear it. I was telling the story  
 
about a mountain king and his wild hunt. Anything could happen, you said,  
 
and then the king, bared his teeth to the brave girl, because she was feeding his animals  
 
birch and honey. She was hiding the wings behind her back.  
 
She will never change his mind, you said, because nothing is new but a new set of eyes,  
 
another mouth. There are always stories, I said, and here, we were in love. We were here.  
 
Our ground was ash. My hands held our fire. One time. I said this to you. 
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You were like a figure appearing at the mouth of a cave. 
You were planting flowers and the sun painted this scene. 
In another room, we slept late, and in the afternoons 
your arms were bare and I carried firewood 
into the cabin. We imagined we were at the edge of a park. 
Sometimes desire comes back as dogs barking at night, 
and the deer are pressed to thicket even if the hunter flees. 
 
You were like this figure appearing. I was like a passenger 
entering a new city, documents in hand, the sun in my eyes. 
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If you ignore what is at hand, and write instead 
about things of obscure value – antique coins, 
real jade mistaken for green, serpentine glass, 
and enameled spoons locked in their drawers – 
 
you will not see the appearance of clouds  
of unusual shape and size, how they resemble 
pine trees. You will not see them  
swelling like a sail, or the masts below trembling  
in a strange vapor that looks at times spotted 
and gray, and at times the purest white.  
 
You will become burdened with every lie,  
as if stepping into a story, 
where you must prove that what is terrible won’t last forever.  
There will be a shoaling of the sea, and a harbor  
full of voices, a clear bell ringing.  
You will witness ashes falling on the ships.  
 
This night will be thicker than ordinary darkness, 
but you will make your way to shore  
after seeing persons sleeping and mistaken for dead,  
their cups and plates spilled across their tables,  
the tapping of many fingers on every wall,  
their letters refusing to speak of anything else. 
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When we drove all night, we listened to Johnny Cash,	 
and you said those songs belong to everyone.		 
When he sings about Folsom, it’s about the girl at home,		 
or an empty, childhood street. When he sings of trains,	 
they are ships at sea with their sails opened	 
for any wind to bring them back. Every country song			 
is a pastoral.	 So be with me, I said, and I thought		 
of garlands and the houses where we might live.	 
I was already opening every door, and adorning every wall	 
with flowers, and silver frames, and green silk.		 
There were other rooms, and they would darken,	 
but we had no words for this yet.	 
We were falling in love. We were driving into regions	 
where all the citizens sing:	 
																																											 								There are countries in our heads,			 
so gone, gone, we leave our homes, and somewhere else,	 
there is the mouth that cries and cries and cries again. 
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Fatuous: 
 
 
To travel by night over a bog or marsh 
To lose your bearings, to be lost in a boat 
To follow a single burning ember, to see only its smoke 
To enter a home through the smallest gap 
To raise children to be murderers or thieves 
To fear the unbaptized, to recoil at the sight of serpents 
To trick the devil with his own ghostly coin 
To burn a candle until the flame is small and foolish 
To wear one’s cap and coat turned inside out 
To mark the spot of hidden gold, to bury it again 
To reflect in quartz, or the white plumage of owls 
To advance and retreat without touching the earth 
To breathe the exhalations that arise  
To burn and never consume 
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You said we were dissolving, as if ancient mountains, 
so I imaged snow-melt, or something remote and glacial,  
but when I looked again, the air had thickened,         
as if over a summer-green lake. I wanted to break  
against its grasp. We climbed the ridge above the city,   
but I couldn’t see our house, or the pebbled alley    
where the car was always parked. Sometimes 
we behave so strangely, as when we walked home  
against traffic, and I took notes about fly-fishing  
and peak-bagging. Later, I wrote that nettles never sting   
when we saunter in this manner. I carried this  
into the world, as an omen, or a small bowl. 
When I call it a memory, I am clearing a path. 
When I say this is real, my chest fills,  
as if it were somehow a song. 
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This letter begins with a blinded god, his golden mask. 
Someone else is speaking as a ghost.  
Someone else is still drowning in the dark.  
When the language is private, I recover an image:  
wet rock, or a red canyon. 
When spoken, you appear with her bare, white shoulders. 
 
This letter begins as a sound from a king's mouth.  
You stand now before a narrow cave and listen for the echo. 
This letter begins with locusts and wild honey.  
It feeds the hermit as he sits cross-legged in his hut. He is clothed  
in a thousand little words like this. It is a murmur. It is a state.  
 
But it will fade as you fade. It is not the same as pain. 
This letter begins as something once held as belief, 
like the fossilized bones of a fish arranged in a necklace. 
This letter begins not as a fathom but a gate.  
There was never a horse, its head bending low to drink. 
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Dear reader, our stories might keep us satisfied,  
but we must pause at each sacred, categorical vow.  
I would never try break your heart or say something  
to embarrass you. We will listen to each other  
because we must cooperate with the news of the world.   
We could gather in public squares and sing this as an anthem. 
 

Dear reader, we were lonely, and became characters 
in the dark, like flowers crawling up a wall. 
We’re more than our sentence. We’re more 
than this mouthful of air. If you’re telling me  
there are rivers moving between us, I will believe you. 
We fill the gaps with what we think should happen. 
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You spoke of uncertainty as if it were a nest. 
You guarded its beauty before it became a cup, 
then a lake. I could drink or drown there,  
 
but I was always daydreaming about crowds  
gathered on its shore. They were speaking 
only your name. In another sentence 
 
a hidden machine replaces the word green 
from something darling, but this is the story 
of the lake and cup. I am in it as someone writing. 
 
You are the green curtains that open or close. 
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I've written this letter before. But nothing would keep. 
You were waiting in another house. The yard was dark. 
 
I tried circling every word for home, even habroneme,  
thinking of slender strings leading from a maze. 
 
There were only imaginary circles of wire and swirling ash, 
as if this were the bottom of a river, 
 
where brown outlines of plants wave back and forth. 
The next one will be like a ship carrying a cargo of air like a bubble. 
 
Your hands will never trace its wreck. You will think  
of what to say, but will never need to say it. You will shrink  
 
into another sentence. This will mean something,  
like sunlight, or moths flickering. 
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You said our days were like keen eyes watching a small and brittle yard. 
 
This was an omen, but there are so many other words for "keep." 
Think of those books of ancient weather, illustrated with characters 
with their little red caps, hawks on their arms, and all the gestures 
we can only take as private, like a girl leaning against a fence, a boy 
tugging at someone’s sleeve.    
 

You said this with your head 
in your hands.  Someone else would give you a cup for salt or water.  
When you say goodbye, you should leave these things behind. 
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I will name this place from which I’m writing.  
I will name it on a small sheet from a dark cellar in the forest. 
I will name it while the smoke is thick and the ground is marshy. 
I will name it after someone who appears at this distance. 
I will name it as a gleam of white teeth, a wheeze of jokes. 
I will name it with my ear glued to the radio’s receiver. 
I will name it with the glimmer of the guns outside, the hollow sounds. 
I will name it with legs pressed to my back, my hands clasped tight. 
I will name it in the scent of potatoes and mold, the stirring of pots. 
I will name it while there is no danger down here. 
I will name it as I think of you among friends. 
I will name it in the abundance of life, in its certainty. 
I will name it in anticipation of laughter, of quick reply. 
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Our failures were like a thicket between adjacent harbors.  
We stepped across their spear-tipped thorns. 
Above us, the stars softened into pale moss. 
 
When we had nothing else to say, we returned to a house  
stranger than we remembered. The porch had fallen, 
like a mouth, and swallowed the garden whole. 
 
Small animal bones were scattered among the weeds.  
You said this would be our sentence  
until it weathered like fossils pressed hard into brick.  
 
You said this was a myth about the quickening of ash and seed, 
the shedding of skin.  You were an augur tearing every page 
from our book until it read as a catalog for things 
 
we could never purchase. There was never a siren 
calling me to water. I was a boy holding a bell but refusing  
to speak of it. It was a kind of fate. It is a kind of fire. 
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There is matter, there is void, and nothing else, you said, 
as if the words were yours. There is the pleasure when we speak  
 
and pain when we perceive whether it is true or false. 
We break so easily, and then we imagine monsters, uglier than ourselves, 
 
with heads in their chests, eyes in their shoulders, thick-furred bodies. 
There is seldom clarity, you said, in what scares us.  
 
But it wasn't the unknown I was afraid of.  
It was this plateful of mirrors, mouthing each word I say. 
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  Dear reader, beneath ancient rivers, toy ships roll down their 
slopes in bubbles of glass and silt. I will tell this story again, but include its 
sorrowful captain. He is blinded by the sun and stranded on another shore. He 
could be a ghost or a pirate, something to remind you of childhood. 
 
  Dear reader, do you remember your first summer of water and 
sun? The summer lasted an hour. The rest is the memory of water and sunlight 
tricking you into play.  
 
  Dear reader, you were never separate from the world, but to 
experience it again without pain, you will have to enter it first as a character, and 
then live with a secret self. You will have to exit the story somewhere else, like 
twin children escaping into the loveliest of woods. 
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You said our secrets kept us stranded. Somewhere else  
there is a black box tossed in its wreckage, like a seed,  
or polished stone. Somewhere else there is a sunken ship.  
The wood is dissolving around the nails and rare coins.  
They are like smooth, lidless eyes staring up from their depths. 
On the shore there are wooden horses and hidden soldiers. 
Someone has already invented this, 
but they will destroy the city as if they were real. 
Someone else will call your name. There is a mouth  
inside this mouth that admits every mistake, but changes  
the location to make it more exotic. In one version, 
you are weeping beneath a yellowing cypress.  
In another, a glacier is mirrored in the lake below it. 
Something unspoken is also there, half-formed  
between us, like a raw egg, or spring thaw.  
Someone else is telling you nothing will change.  
Someone else is saying goodbye. 
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We entered a new city every summer, but we were forlorn  
because our maps didn’t include historic bodies of water.  
We toured the canals without a guide, and photographed the trees. 
Some were arranged in grids, some in tangles, like slender masts. 
One was adorned with lights that hung in its branches like gold teeth. 
You described them as cruel because nobody could touch them. 
In such sorrows, the worst silence is not the refusal to speak,  
but the compulsion to say something, to think of a substitute for loss. 
 
I carry this memory like a lantern or a cup into its next sentence. 
Something imaginary keeps it there, as with all ships in their harbor,  
even without the swords that carve their plunder into smaller treasure. 
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The world is heat and thunder in the narrows. 
But it is not immaculate, and little of it will endure. 
A beautiful fruit once filled our tongues, a knowledge of splendor,  
a stimulant on the tired places of our lives. The thought of creating, 
of centuries of plants and animals, their pleasure and pain, 
they say how terribly heavy it is, they say our inherited memories would vanish 
as cruel ghosts if given to just one night in this majesty. I will not tell you 
if this is true. I will pass it on in a sealed letter, 
and marvel at the names that force their way through as if from an egg. 
Don't be confused by such surfaces; in the depths everything becomes law.  
Perhaps, beneath all of it, there is a great motherhood. 
Irony will either fall away from you like dead skin, or else it will thicken, 
and your very hands will become as tools, too hardened to ever caress. 
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In my photograph of the lake,  
you are pointing to a tree  
bent low towards the bank.  
The carmine moss along its trunk  
is mirrored in the water – a thick rust  
blurring the green depths. The reflection  
could be taken as something sinister, 
a stain against the yellow egg of sun,  
but you said it looked like ribbons.   
I've forgotten what you were holding.  
Your arm is pressed to your side  
as if you meant to keep something close.  
Perhaps it is a gift – a silver bracelet 
engraved with something I might have written. 
We were smiling all day.  
I remember you smiled. You said  
you were smiling because the tree  
looked like thin fingers holding strings  
in a bowl of green water. 
You could have held flowers, or an amulet. 
It could have been evidence  
of ceaseless wheels, hidden temples. 
I could have inscribed it all there. 
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  Dear reader, did you dream of fire as a child? Did you dream of 
a darkened passage, or the bright flint gathering at its mouth? Did you awaken to 
someone familiar calling your name? Did you see smoke curling from trees like a 
serpent, or did you think only of teeth? 
 
  Dear reader, will you become the daughter of this sorrow, the 
way the mystics must remember to speak of blood, as well as love? Will you 
conceal any ridicule by likening the flowers along their slope with those you’ve 
already gathered? Will you gawk at the filament and all the crooked stems? 
 
  Dear reader, how will you steady your hands enough to write 
another letter? How will you be at school and at war? How will you use your 
laughter? 
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You said that what is essential can change,  
the way ancient temples	are rebuilt  
every twenty years,	or the ship of Theseus  
rotting in its harbor until it isn’t his.  
Someone will always have to thread	  
sailcloth for the new mast. I could point	  
to its tip and imagine I am directing your eye,	  
but it’s still my invisible hand touching it.	  
You could be thinking of someone else.  
My first teacher, Gerald Barrax,	  
told me to carve a poem from something true,	  
then carry it, deliberately, as across a bog,	  
as if someone’s life depended on it.  
Robert Creeley advised tactics over strategy,	  
a fox in pursuit or in chase,	  
not a commander drilling his soldiers,	  
as if it were enough to think	  
about where you are pointing,		  
without ever stepping to it, or beyond	  
what is torn, to find another ground.	  
Charles Tomlinson said the world is wavering,	  
there, as if someone had pulled a bow string,  
and you could feel the tempered wood	  
trembling with it, or the slow course of stone  
piled on stone, a sequence of occurrences,  
always to be believed, but never possessed. 
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Notes 
 
Page 4: Some of the lines are adapted from Breonna Krafft’s “letter,” which first appeared in Word 
For/Word issue 16. 
 
Page 22: Some of the lines are adapted from Thomas Jefferson’s letter to Maria Cosway from 12 
October 1786. 
 
Page 30: Some of the lines are adapted from Pliny the Younger’s letter to Tacitus on the 
destruction of Pompei from circa 107 AD, translated by J.B. Firth. 
 
Page 48: Some of the lines are adapted from Wilfred Owen’s letter to his mother on 31 October 
1918. 
 
Page 60: Some of the lines are adapted from Rainer Maria Rilke’s letters to Franz Kappus from 
1903, translated by Stephen Mitchell. 
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