














Jennette: If you're dealing with a narrative of trauma, how do you figure out where, for purposes of the 
poem, the story begins and ends? Finding the narrative arc seems very challenging. 
 
Levine: That's just the essence of trauma, because there is no beginning and end. And in fact a lot of what 
trauma work does is help people to realize that there has already been an end, because they're trapped 
inside a dynamic and they believe they're still in it . . . In some ways, the poet's work and the 
psychologist's work are the same: to try to find a form. Even if it's a fractured form, even if it's a 
completely incoherent form . . . Anything that gives form is in some ways better than nothing.  
 
. . . 
 
Jennette: You mentioned Brenda Hillman's images, and I did want to ask you about your image 
construction process. Here's an image from "Rain at Night": "Rain grinds air into sugary phonemes." I 
read that, and I thought . . . I have to ask her how she came up with that one. 
 
Levine: It's funny, I was reading Brenda Hillman when I wrote that. Sometimes when I'm reading a book, I 
jot down the words that I love in it, and phonemes is a word that I love . . . She uses a lot of images of 
sugar in one of her books, Loose Sugar . . . I think I was reading my favorite one, which is . . . her book 
that's based on the Gnostic Gospels . . . My image construction is a pretty crafty unconscious 
construction. Crafty in the sense of devious crafty. I will look at other books, I will look at other words . . . 
that I don't normally think of . . . I will purposely put those words in front of me. I'm leafing through 
books, I'm writing words down on cards . . . That's my devious little plot . . . There's a lot of just 
generating, and then there's a lot of throwing away.  
 
. . . 
 
Jennette: Can you give us a sneak preview of what you're working on now?  
 
Levine: . . . I don't think my themes will change all that much. My obsessions are my obsessions. I think 
they're going to be with me until I die. I love children, I love nature, I love the question of time. I feel 
more contextual about time. I feel more [content] in my tiny little parentheses of time, and I don't have 
any illusions about it the way I used to, so maybe that's changed . . . Change is much less painful. I'm 
much happier with what is. 
 
. . . 
 
Jennette: Do you have a sense of some clear checklist in your mind of how things have changed from 
book one to book three to what you're working on now? 
 
Levine: Well I think your first book is always the hardest to write, because it's so impacted by your own 
autobiography. And I think once you're freed of that, it's a lot easier to be able to approach your writing 
in a more craft-based way. So I think there's much more of a sense of freedom of craft in my second and 
third book than there was in my first. And I think I felt much less compelled to write narratives. Which in 
some ways fits my personality better. I'm not a good storyteller. I just love moments of experience.  
 

--- 

Dorine Jennette ~ www.dorinejennette.com 



Ode to Fruit flies 
 
They lend a sparse fur to the air 
just above the bananas,  

 
or hover like a small cloud 
over the cut daffodils on my table, 

 
while two or three 
tread wings in a glass of wine. 
 
Urge and urge and urge, Whitman wrote,   
about the coming apart, 
 
the coming differently back again. 
When I woke this morning 
 
there were yellow tulips opening in the garden. 
I stood at the sink, filling the kettle, 
 
and looked out at each  
corseted, broken flower. 
 
In my dream, wind was tossing a child  
between trees, 
 
and my father had returned from death  
to catch her, just in time.  
 
Sometimes I need the truth  
close and in my face.    
 
Sometimes, when I no longer wish 
to be diminished,  
 
the very air flares--  
a sudden hallelujah  
 
strung in jostled, tiny lanterns 
across the changing mind of sky. 
 
 

In the contents salvaged from my dead friend’s storage unit,  
 
a corner of an envelope  
stamped with an orange fishing lure  
falls from The Best American Poetry of 1990, 
 
and I can see my thin friend carrying this book  
down to the lingered ruin of a slough,  
where he’ll sit alone,  
 
under a sky festering with bats,  
reading, We have lived with wings.    
Most of life is a vanishing river of hours. 
 
Still, every time my friend smiled,  
you could make out the tug of an insatiable dark  
casting him out, reeling him in.    
 
The way last night, my estranged grandfather  
sat on a curb beside me,  
dressed in a suit from the old country,  
 
confused and crying, and though I hated  
how he’d touched me as a child,  
I did my best to hold him  
 
and woke in the cold, October morning 
thinking of another line in another poem-- 
You knock without knowing that you knocked, 
 
which I think speaks for all the dead 
we don’t know how to carry,  
or the mirror 
 
that every autumn holds up to the passing year--   
all those bloodred maples  
and wild geese crying down the flyway,  
 
a snow white corner, a flaming orange lure 
falling from their lost sky  
into mine… 
   ---- in memory of Arthur Heehler 
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Photograph of Myself as a Toddler Learning to Count 
 
Julia B. Levine 
 
in the bath, my head hovering cloudlike  
over the slight trunk of my body. 
 
the water drawn so low,  
only my feet and calves are submerged. 
 
I am not so much naked as still clothed in skin. 
Lips parted, delight halved by hesitation, 
 
my right hand appears caught between open  
and closed-- 
 
a strange waver, a delicate suggestion, 
like an etching in the floor of damage. 
 
Someone has cut my white blonde hair 
into a wobbly bowl cut,  
 
and it shines 
in a small oval of light above my ear. 
 
Three Lincoln logs and a tiny plastic horse 
float inside the tub.  
 
Who said it was okay to put those toys in water? 
Who begins the self as an ordinal,  
 
lifting each dripping object in sequence,  
asking, One? One? One? 
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