
In the beginning, the sun’s hands were 
vacant and its heat could host nothing 
else. The earth was not green, 
but the unbearable orange of an immense 
iron left in the coals for centuries.
So, the sun reached slowly back 
into itself, easing to a stop 
when the first animal appeared 
in the feathery ash, though
its body was branded with the last, 
retracting flame, the only legacy 
of the first earth. Every night 
he dreamed of perfect fire
and sometimes standing in the warm, 
brilliant light there was a strangely 
colored memory he could only compare 
to the hot, crimson taste in the open 
belly of a surprised gazelle. This is why 
poetry exists, to tell the origin of tigers, 
to always remember for them one detail 
of heaven, that fiery meat which feeds us.

The Origin of Tigers
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1. 
One of three kids crazy to be out of the car at last, 
I stood with a foot on each bank of the Mississippi, 
three feet wide at the headwaters, like a giant who could 
crush Minneapolis and St. Paul, 200 miles downstream, 
with my feet, long as a city block. In my dutch boy 
haircut and culotte outfit, I posed with the family in front 
of the teepee with the bored Indian in native dress. 
The older man, half-stranger who wandered through 
a handful of my life, stood by, trying to be nice to me.

2. 
Grandfather, you divorced your wife through the mail 
after the war and then wanted to buy me postcards in 
the Itasca State Park gift shop twenty-two years later. 
You were uncomfortable. I had difficulty concentrating 
on which ones to choose. I think I left empty-handed.

3. 
I washed the beautiful granite stones in the stream 
and thought, in a month this water will be in Louisiana. 
I wanted to launch a delicate glass bottle that would discover 
the warm arms of the Gulf, startling jellyfish, pink stomachs 
of the sea. There would be a message in it: My name is Judy. 
I sent this from Minnesota. Here is my address. Can we be friends?

Straddling the Headwaters with my Grandfather,
Itasca, Minnesota, 1968
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4. 
I can’t remember anything you said that day. It was getting 
late, the peanut butter sandwiches gone. My mother 
was the good fairy of peace, cleaning the picnic table clutter, 
dissolving arguments, moving like a flock of sparrows. It was 
a long drive home. I knew so little, I wanted to ask, what is 
the rest of the story? What does it mean to love you? Instead, 
I napped, my head trembling against the darkness of the window.

5. 
I note my physical distance from you in the photographs. 
My eight-year-old face worried the world would swallow my 
parents and leave me to be raised by my own insecurities. 
When you die alone ten years from now, I will ask myself what I 
should feel. In the beginning, the water’s path 
is ankle deep. Soon after, the terrible traction, 
momentum of water, takes over, capable of lighting a city. 
The distance splitting the banks is impossible. 
Grandfather, think of the years this way. You see how quickly it 
becomes too late. The current between has already drowned us.
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