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I 

I watched the late night news on T.V. 

only because you told me 

I should. A mistake, no doubt. 

Corpses crushed under rubble 

building blocks eroded 

piles like genuflecting elephants 

before half-buried altars. 

This is Armenia, and then 

what? a twelve-year-old girl 

with crushed right shoulder and legs 

staring at hospital walls, away 

from the camera, dumb 
after so much. What 

could there be left 

to say? when you have felt 

the earth shake? Another child 

catatonic, but the Armenian boy remembering 

his geography class when it happened 

is human: he shuts out 

the dead mother, his sisters. Such 

editing, such careful amnesia. 

I say let's go to bed, tomorrow 
is another day; but we stay on 
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transfixed 
on the edge. A peasant 
woman wringing her hands in which 
we see beads - "The lucky ones 
don't know who they are 
yet," a reporter states. 

This is the Year of the Dragon 

hurricanes and earthquakes, tremors 
all natural calamities. 

In the next shot 
the British prime minister in an armchair 
announcing to the world 
in the perfect sentences of a borrowed speech 

this railway disaster 
in London's east end. 
Her hairdo is untouched 
by wind, not like the foreign correspondent 
standing among the wreckage 
whose hair blows in a strange wind 

energized by such tragedies 

not our own. 

(Does tragedy over there 
forestall one here? My mother
in-law sitting on this couch 
discussing her friends, all 
cancer patients now. Safe 
is she now 

from cancer? Or do 
tragedies lead to other 
tragedies, shock waves reaching 
out? One rescue team crashed 
in the chicken yard of Armenia's airport 
and the next day 
the same thing.) 
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Under the twisted metal 
the partly living writhe 

or are stone. One white face 

expression obliterated by blood 

lacerations, the indices 

of pain and beyond pain 
indecipherable. 

But what after 
the excitement, the slow wheedling years 
ahead without this arm, that leg, that half 
a brain? When sympathy is spent and 

the relief crews have been sent out 
and have returned 
long ago? 

That living ghost 

on the screen right now (See him, 

again?) will wheel his way down corridors 

telling his story over and over 

when no one's listening; 
or he'll forget it (but look 
as if he's forgotten something 
terribly important). 

II 

You tell me we are in earthquake territory. 
We're due for one any day, you say 

as we fall apart in the dark 
to separate sleep. I hear 

an unknown dog bark 
into the night, and our own dog 

starts up. I look out 
each window - all the windows 
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in our wobbly two-storey house 
with the warped floors that speak 
of damp and mildew 

(not earthquakes), and I see 
a black ribbon of highway 
winding through shades 
of grey, the field 

mottled by darker blotches 

of backed-up water. 
Our house 

built at the edge of a forest 
on the foundations of rain 
on some forgotten by-way: 
A Noah's ark 

of resilient timber. You tell me 

we could survive an earthquake 

of the predicted magnitude: 11 points 
on the Richter scale-5 points 
higher than Armenia's or 
the one in Quebec 

three weeks ago. 

The house would sway 

back and forth - We'd get under doorframes 
where the balancing force prevents 
immediate collapse 

while Vancouver skyscrapers topple. 

A Tower of Babel raining stones 
in an earth storm. 

(I want to believe you.) 
A bush outside the window 
crouches like an angry cloud 
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bespeaking our complacent sex 
in all that global rubble. 

So the image floats up and up 
in our minds 
framed by the night 
and the dog barks again 
and again. But I cannot see 

the dog unless it is 
that tall thin creature 
(like a Doberman) in the shadow 
of the honeysuckle. I cannot 

see properly in that sliver 
of a moon pressing down 

through darkness. 
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