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Foreword

“The child is father to the man.” The girl is the force within 
the woman. So we learn in the very first poems of this book, as 
the four-year-old entranced with nightly performances already 
wants to participate in their creation. How lucky we are to 
have the poems of this section, “One Child,” not only for the 
keen immediacy with which they evoke childhood but for the 
biographical facts themselves, for one could long wonder how 
Kate Light became the remarkable artist she did—in music, as 
violinist for the New York City Opera; in poetry, as author of 
three previous collections; in musical theater, as librettist and 
lyricist of operas, musical plays, comedies, and narrations. Here, 
in Character Shoes, we see how that early engagement with the 
arts fired her with an unquenchable creative flame.

From the start, Light has been an extremely deft writer. In 
her first book, The Laws of Falling Bodies, a poem begins:

Your unconscious speaks to my unconscious
like subtitles of another language, saying . . .

taking just one prepositional phrase to set the stage and introduce 
as dialogue the unvoiced anxieties of the two lovers, then 
rounding out the cinematic scene:

For I have already watched you go,
in the movie, in the darkness, through the snow.
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Light’s genius for finding the exact conceit is as fresh as ever 
here. In “I Studied Love” she writes:

I studied love at the hardest schools,
took classes with its highest masters;
checked myself in at the vestibules
and entered, coatless, bootless, after.

The ultimate lesson is the endlessness of heartbreak, a truth of 
her life here told with such timeless beauty that it seems like 
a love letter to the whole history of English-language poetry.

Light’s instantly recognizable voice is conversational and 
most often informally formal, as here in the lithe sonnet “Van 
Gogh’s Roses”:

I’ve tried to count them, can you blame me—
but somehow I could not;
a few times, I guess, I got
thirty-six—though it seems likely
there are thirty-seven, his age when
he painted them, and when he died.

Add the twists and turns of a mind in the act of thinking, wit, 
drama, dialogue, and the voltage of rhyme and you have the 
strategies that are her second nature. Light also uses typography 
and punctuation to deliberate effect—italics, upper and lower 
case, commas, ellipses, dashes, exclamation points—as notations 
for phrasing and dynamics. She will italicize a word so that the 
reader hears its spoken emphasis.

The one word not to be found in this book is cancer. The 
closest Light comes to talking about the illness that took her life 
in 2016 at age fifty-six is the poem “A Bad Ten Years,” in which 
she compares the period of her illness to its equivalent in the 
life of her three-hundred-year-old violin. Light fully expected 
to recover, never reckoning that this collection of poems, which 
she selected and arranged herself, would be her last.
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It is, indeed, a book of life. Everyday life makes its appearance 
in the animated camaraderie of an opera rehearsal, train rides, 
portraits of people met, and musings on how technology has 
changed the course of courtship: the unforgettable “Five Urban 
Love Songs” from Light’s first book here meets its companion, 
“Technology: Five Sonnets.”

But not all textbook sonnets. Light was precocious in her 
reading, too, discovering and glorying in Shakespeare’s sonnets 
at a young age. She is so grounded in form—citing the work of 
Edna St. Vincent Millay, Richard Wilbur, James Merrill, and 
Molly Peacock as influences—that she has utter confidence in 
loosening it. Sometimes it can seem that her pen has turned 
watercolor brush as rhyme schemes dissolve and reconfigure 
before one’s eyes, meters change, and lines lengthen or shorten 
at will and hover in number around a form’s standard. In fact, 
she is not writing for the eye but for the ear.

This is the influence that music had on her poetry. Metrical 
regularity in poetry could not compete with the polyrhythms 
and syncopation she was attuned to in music. When queried on 
this point, she said, “No thanks. I don’t want to ‘fix’ my poems; 
they’re not broken—this is what I hear.”

The great theme throughout Light’s work, and the one that 
inspired her greatest poems, is romantic love: its pleasures, its 
perils, and its piercing pain when lost. Here, “When We Met” 
expresses all the joy of new love with a sweet simplicity. The 
poems of section IV, “Spellbound,” tell of a harder reality that 
keeps Light on the periphery of the lover’s life—romance as 
stalemate. Love and loss are never more than two letters apart.

There is another relationship that Light holds dear: that 
with the reader. It is something she alludes to in two previous 
books and here again in the mantra Whisper with me, whisper 
with me. How good it is to say that this relationship endures.

 
 
Suzanne Noguere
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Mirroring
 
I was a wide-eyed child. My
mother took us down the aisles
to our seats, night after night. I was
too young; five was the legal age for passing
through the doors. And I was small for four—
so she put sponges in my boots to make me normal.
 
There I sat, legs dangling far
from the floor, in boots too big and bar-belled
with sponges; a bit
groggy from dinner, outfitted
like a doll, not knowing the name of what
we would be watching, but already gluttonous
at four. I wanted to open my chest
and let the treasures in: Let the festivities
begin! As dancers whirled,
singers sang, or play unfurled (and dinner curdled
inside me), I grew by turns sleepy and alert,
nodding and bobbing back to attention—certain
I wanted to be up that side
of the lights, making other eyes widen.
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Character Shoes

Mrs. X, in “character shoes,”
in the YMCA basement studios,
takes my Gumby doll in her hands.
Point your toes! she commands.
He won’t. She shows
him how. He still won’t. My sisters
are there, as in every class
we take. It is 1966.
Mrs. X takes my foot in one hand,
Jackie Pearlman’s in the other, and she sticks
our feet up above our ears.
I feel everyone there hating us—

and the years of work awaiting us.
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One Child

One child at an awkward age,
with honey-brown hair,
her pageboy pouring over a page—

the director has paused over.
She faces him in her chair,
and he’s trying to coax her to sing.

And she really does try.
But she can’t—the shy-
ness lives in her throat,

Darnedest thing,

as if the song can’t cross a moat.
Darnedest thing,
that pageboy cut and all. That leaning-

towards-grownup’s just what we need;
that seed of “maybe,” that teetering hint—
the tint of talent that might be there.

She’s got the look. She’s got the hair.
She’s a genuine find.
But if she won’t sing . . .

then, never mind. And so—
muttering, Too bad, too bad,
he lets her go.
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Another

She knew every song by heart,
could do splits front to back
or sideways. She’d be a whirling puff in blue.
She was a child in love with art
before she knew the word.
And she strained like a dog on a leash will do

at the edge of a park. More than all the world
she wanted to be like the girl
in the movie, who exited in a strobe light, twirled
the baton. Tap shoes, stockings, singing on the stair—
let her entertain you, she’d do the splits right there.
Her sister sat across the room—the director

hovering over her like some kind of inspector,
trying to banish shyness from her lips and tongue,
while she could barely wait.
To be next! To make it! Not
long after, their mother would break it:
Sweetie, they’re not honoring your slot.
You’re just too little and too young.

She learned that day the heart’s a trapped bird
that pounds against its cage;
too soon, too late are words
to taunt at any age.
Some fairy picked and pricked
her for all time, for all kinds of trickery
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and out-of-hand rejection,
for slipping through without detection,
for waiting in the wings.
A life of introspection.
At six she learned these things.
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The Breakthrough
 
Exactly when it was is hard to date,
but when we moved to the new house, I was eight,
so I was less than eight—
for I remember the bed, I think, my parents’ bed
with the nubbed yellow spread.

I dove under it like the cat,
into the darkness and dust,
as if I thought by doing just
that they’d never get me out.

They got me out,
and put me in the car
and drove—not far, though it seemed far,
to the hospital and brought me in,

how I don’t recall—
carried, crying, or not crying at all.
But the experts conferred,
and after some examination

—x-rays, I guess—the determination
was that my wrists (or skull?)
—I think it was wrists; which bones
I’m not so sure,
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but it was bones—were fusing as they ought,
and so really what they thought
was Wait and let her be.
Yes, it would be fine to wait and see,

before dousing her with hormones.
Oh, she’s small, all right,
but at least for now, let be.
I’d go home unsacrificed,

acquitted of my size’s crime,
no more forced to hide in dust
and grime.
But as for that, the trust—

Well, children bury deep their fears—
as for that, we’d see.
Or do they? I learn, years
later, my mother still remembers this—
the bad idea, the narrow miss.



12

Earning the First Pay
 
I taught Amy-from-down-the-block violin lessons for a dollar a pop.
She was awful, but I did it for the money.

She’d come, all winter, bundled up,
clutching her dollar bill, to our damp basement,

and we’d make our scratchy way
through the book she’d brought: A Tune A Day.

(Was that a piano book we used? Yes, I think so.)
Half an hour never seemed so slow.

But when she took herself, imperfect pitch
and all, back home, I sighed and went upstairs, feeling rich.


