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INVISIBLE KEYS 
 

 
TRACING EMILY DICKINSON’S FREEDOM 

An inherited memory: Emily Dickinson stands in her bedroom with her niece, Martha. 

Maybe the curtains move into the room, blown by wind—imagine the shape the soul makes when 

God leans into a life, the reminder to grow large with the life inside. Maybe downstairs there are 

brisk footsteps, the bright bang of a copper pot into a porcelain sink. With a sleight of her wrist in 

the air, Emily pretends to lock the door of the room. She slips an invisible key into her pocket. She 

says, “Mattie, here’s freedom.”  

I have heard this story about Emily Dickinson a few different times, a few different ways. 

It is a moment turned into a literary artifact, passed down through voices and between bodies, the 

same way that it happened for the first time. For me, it has become a physical text, to be read with 

my body. I have moved my wrist in the air in that same way, both imagining Dickinson and—

more importantly, perhaps—imaging her.  

The movement that motion makes has become a map for me, a way I can locate myself 

with my specific burdens, obsessions and desires in the history of poetry. In Camera Lucida, 

Roland Barthes defines the punctum of an image as the moment or object within it that seizes the 

attention of the viewer by inviting a deeper intimacy with the image. Barthes describes the punctum 

as “that accident which pricks, bruises me…rises from the scene…its mere presence changes my 

reading, that I am looking at a new photograph, marked in my eyes with a higher value” (27). 

Through any act of interpretation, it remains aberrant in an important way, impossible to explain.  

Emily Dickinson’s pretended door, her invisible key, the antique movement of her wrist: I 

am pricked. I am pressing a bruise in myself. Together, the defiant aberrance of what the gesture 

implies (freedom inside a locked room!) and its accessibility (door & key) co-create a wonderful, 
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inexplicable strangeness. Anyone can lock a door. Not everyone knows what freedom can be found 

behind that door or how to find it.   Dickinson did, calling her niece into the same bedroom where 

she wrote “The Brain—is wider than the Sky // The Brain is just the weight of God” (Johnson 

313).   

As a young woman poet, I have long been bewitched by the promise of Emily Dickinson’s 

freedom. As I have grown older, I have also come to a new awareness about the complexities 

behind the gesture, the complexities that make it possible, every choice Dickinson made to be able 

to move her wrist like that and have it mean what she said. “I have come to believe the journey 

towards being and becoming a poet cannot happen with one set of directions only,” poet Eavan 

Boland writes in A Journey with Two Maps: Becoming a Woman Poet (xiii). The locked door, a 

room of one’s own—both are literal tools for a writing life, but also metaphors, thresholds of 

becoming. Habits of being, to borrow from Flannery O’Connor, whose portrait is tacked to the 

wall next to my writing desk, alongside those of Emily Dickinson, Virginia Woolf, Julian of 

Norwich, and the words of Audre Lorde, Marie Howe, and Adrienne Rich. These are the writers 

that have helped me forward into new rooms, handing me keys of form and freedom. In writing an 

essay on craft at the beginning of my craft, I hope to lay out this set of invisible keys and the doors 

they open and lock, creating a double map of openings and closings. I do so to understand more 

about myself and my approach to my work, and to honor the way that approach has been situated 

and shaped by the work and lives of others. I hope this knowledge can act as another set of 

directions for me in inevitable moments of failure, struggle and self-doubt: a visioning of my past 

and a re-visioning of my future. 
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A GIRL, WATCHING, HANDS FULL OF THREADS 

My poem “The Decade” recounts a matrilineal inheritance of the tactile: embroidery 

thread, rosary beads. The poem’s title references the name for a cycle of rosary beads, which are 

sectioned off in groups of ten. A standard rosary is made up of five decades. The poem’s title is 

also meant to evoke generational legacies, what is inherited across time.  The speaker in the poem 

drops a rosary “to see if a holy thing could break,” and watches her great-grandmother stoop to 

gather the beads. The speaker realizes, “I am made from that woman snapping / thread between 

her teeth, made from scattered beads I couldn’t keep.” I am from a long line of thoughtful, artistic, 

witty, enormously giving women who have dedicated their lives to making the world more 

beautiful and safe for others with their hands, with their time. My family’s home in California, the 

home where my mother grew up, is full of bedrooms and overrun with people. Not just family 

members: Stanford students who stay for a semester or more (and are never charged rent—we have 

the space, my mother says), foster children, a nun who sleeps in the attic when she’s home from 

running her healthcare mission in China. The town’s homeless often eat with us, and parish priests 

can be found doing the washing-up. A mentally ill woman my great-uncle taught in high school 

has come to dinner on every single holiday for thirty years. With every table setting, every opened 

door, my mother and grandmother proclaim their gospel: come in, come in. Their theology of 

hospitality is written in the very language of my DNA.  

My great-grandmother, however, was not interested in safety or comfort—only beauty. She 

studied embroidery like a science. The stitches she learned by heart growing up in France were 

one of her only ways to connect back to the textures of her beloved homeland, after she and her 

husband emigrated to America—his wealthy family cut him off, exiling him for marrying a 

Catholic. My great-grandmother, who once taught French at Oxford, her mind kinetic and directed 
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as a whip, grew bored at home with babies in their tiny apartment in Seattle. Seattle felt provincial 

to her after Paris and London and so did American culture. The spirit of Prohibition lingered in the 

air. Other mothers frowned at her signature dinner party dessert, liquor-drenched baba au rhum 

baroque with apricot. Perhaps she just needed something to do, perhaps she was trying to stitch 

her way back to the country of her childhood. Regardless, she began translating the stitches she 

knew by hand and by heart into words on paper, making articulate drawings, writing out the steps. 

Her embroidery how-to books read like recipes for beauty: “threaded straight stitch is a quick, easy 

way to achieve spontaneously the feeling of growing things” (Enthoven 17). She studied ancient 

tapestries and copied them full-scale, learning medieval stitches, all the while lecturing her 

children on catechism or rolling cold butter out long on croissant dough. I cannot remember seeing 

my great-grandmother still, without something in her hands coming to life: either she was bent 

over embroidery canvas, cooking, or praying the rosary. She died when I was six years old.  

She died angry and talented, feared and loved. She died the same dress size that she had 

been all her life. This fact made her proud.  Her physical legacy reaches into my days. Our family 

home is full of her samplers and tapestries, living stitches flattened and framed under glass, and I 

wear many of the dresses she made. The closet of my childhood bedroom, which we always called 

the sewing room, is full of her stores of thread. They were sorted by color and weight into boxes 

while she lived and now are in tangled disarray. Growing up, when I couldn’t sleep, I would pull 

out a box and begin untangling threads. Even now, I can feel that closet full of knots, a thousand 

miles away, waiting for me to come back. So much to sort, to untangle, to understand. So much 

vibrant color and silk-soft floss in the dark, hungry to be seen and put to use. My matrilineal 

inheritance is tangled, complicated, beautiful, the true “holy thing” named in “The Decade.” And, 

like the rosary, its physical manifestation can break. Is, perhaps, breaking. For me, part of the 
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journey to the writer’s life is realizing that my life will not look like my great-grandmother’s, or 

my grandmother’s, or even my mother’s. These are the women I love, the women whose love 

ushered me into being. The concrete lessons of my inheritance, how I unconsciously learned to 

live growing up in my mother’s house, may no longer serve me, in the same way that some of the 

rote orthodoxies of the Catholic faith no longer serve me: “made from scattered beads I couldn’t 

keep.” But there is a larger spiritual inheritance to legacies, one I am working to translate into my 

own iteration of a life, the way my great-grandmother translated her stitches from memorized 

habitual movement into words.  

This process of translation can feel difficult, and carries the risk of loss. In “The Decade,” 

the speaker learns that the rosary beads, broken off their connecting thread, mean nothing, only 

becoming prayer “in relation / to the others.” This symbol speaks to the way my large Catholic 

family views itself, and the way that its women, in particular, orient their lives. Work becomes 

meaningful when it is done for the sake of others. People become meaningful in lineage, in 

relationship. In the poem “Matrescence,” the speaker articulates these unspoken commandments 

as “Become mother, become room, become food, / become miracle.” She has been taught to see 

her physicality as food and dwelling place and resource, her body a door “made for someone else 

/ to come through.” This sense of lineage, of the collective, is established in the poem “The White 

Nightgown,” which uses the collective plural voice, beginning “Our childhood, miles behind us, 

still happens somewhere.” The thesis develops from that childhood world into the first-person 

speaker as she individuates from the family. Marie Howe’s What the Living Do, one of the 

contemporary poetry collections I admire most, models this journey: the childhood section ends 

with the poem “The Dream,” in which the speaker dreams that she “laid my father’s body down 

in a narrow boat” [which] “took him to his burial finally” (Howe 1998 38). My thesis ends with 
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the Julian sequence, in which the speaker transcends the need to claim the I, the voice. She simply 

speaks. Translating my family and spiritual inheritances into that transcendence is a key for me, 

opening a door I thought was locked and letting me see a larger truth I can live inside.  

 

ENCOUNTERING THE SELF IN POETRY 

I have not thought of it in years, but as I began to write this essay I remembered the very first poem 

that I memorized: Adrienne Rich’s “Aunt Jennifer’s Tigers,” for my sixth-grade English class. We 

had to recite a poem in front of the class, but we could pick the poem from our textbook. I 

remember flipping through our dog-eared poetry anthology, skimming past Blake’s Songs of 

Innocence and Experience and long poems by Andrew Marvell.  At eleven, I had a hard time 

parsing the syntax of the Metaphysical and Romantic poets, whose sentences our teacher had us 

diagram endlessly on the board. I had not yet been to England, or taken European history—the 

world of those poems felt distant to me then, as though they were speaking past me, over my head 

to someone else. I remember stopping at “Aunt Jennifer’s Tigers,” one of the most recent poems 

included in our anthology, surprised to encounter a poem in which I recognized myself and my 

family on the page. To be clear: my mother and aunts and grandmother are not Aunt Jennifer, 

meek and terrified, at all. However, I was familiar with the movement of the poem: a woman, 

making something beautiful with her hands. A girl, watching, noting something complicated that 

she is not even sure she sees. This observing girl is almost not there at all, so invisible that she is 

not mentioned in the poem, merely implied—I would argue explicitly—by its specifically 

observant tone. I had had that experience. I had been that girl, watching. Invisible, implied. There 

I was, on the page. I had experienced being seen and recognized by a piece of writing before in 

fiction, but not, I think, in poetry.  
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Ironically, Aunt Jennifer’s Tigers” is not a radical poem for Rich, dating back to the early 

years of her writing, years when it was important to her to distance herself from women like Aunt 

Jennifer. Rich notes that “formalism was part of the strategy—like asbestos gloves, it allowed me 

to handle something I couldn’t pick up bare-handed” (1995 40). I recognized myself in a poem 

that Rich could not bear to recognize herself in when she wrote it. But “Aunt Jennifer’s Tigers” is 

the door that led me to the rest of Rich’s work at a time when I was hungry for it, the door that 

opened the possibility of a life in poetry for me. I remember reciting the poem in front of my class, 

how I could almost see the tigers and feel the wedding ring. How it almost felt like I was speaking 

words that I had written. Poetry felt like my own language, one that I had not known I could speak 

until then.  

Many of the poems in this thesis seek to address that implied, invisible girl, placing her on 

the scene, first giving her a body, a voice, a mind, and then helping her feel the wholeness of body-

voice-mind, no longer fractured, now simply her very being. Throughout, I am aware that this 

experience is not solely my own but belongs to many—“the girl who was us,” in the collective 

voice of “The White Nightgown.” The poem “Fiat” imagines, quite literally, “A girl, watching” 

and places that girl at the Crucifixion, watching Jesus speak to Mary, taking in the implications of 

the words and action of both. The girl is introduced late in the poem, in a dropped line after a gap 

on the page, the suggestion being that she was there, unstated, all along. I am interested in the fact 

of those unrecorded presences throughout literary history, and I am interested in the way that the 

phrase “A girl, watching” makes that girl into a thinking, observing being instead of a visual object 

caught in the gaze of patriarchy.  
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In the poem “I Make Another Body for Myself When,” the speaker sees, suddenly and in 

retrospect, the complete finality of her own invisibleness in that gaze: “If someone were to 

photograph / the years of my life I spent young / and listening— // I would not be in the photograph 

at all.” Hearing about important men from her grandfather, surrounded by uncles and cousins and 

the parish priest, the speaker feels a danger that those around her do not seem to feel—the danger 

of self-annihilation, her selfhood disappearing as she listens, does what she is expected to do, in a 

world in which what she wants or might want to say does not matter. In response to this danger, 

there is a fracture. “Another Body” is made, a double-ness to help the speaker grapple with the 

pain of this invisibility—another body that will begin to speak for this unseen, unheard self. That 

other body is the body that will help that girl survive while she is young, endowing her with the 

knowledge that she has teeth and teaching her how to use them. But to write poems, that girl will 

have to undo that split, to become whole—to speak not in reaction or defense, but from the ground 

of the whole self.  

 

THE ROOM WITH THE KEY: LEARNING FROM THE FASCICLES 

Making the Dickinson fascicle in Kate Daniels’ Big Poems class was one of my favorite 

assignments in graduate school, an experience that continues to teach me. In one way, making the 

fascicle was the craft equivalent of imaging Dickinson’s imagined key with my hands, putting my 

body where hers had been on the page. I found it both emotionally moving and intellectually 

satisfying to flip through images of Dickinson’s slanted script online, to make my handwriting 

carry her sense of urgency and decisiveness, to thread a needle with my great-grandmother’s red 

embroidery silk and stab-bind the pages front-to-back. I want to tread carefully here—as Susan 

Howe writes in My Emily Dickinson, critiquing the portrayal of Dickinson as a spider-artist of 
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stitchery in The Madwoman in the Attic, “Who is this Spider-Artist? Not my Emily Dickinson. 

This is poetry, not life, and certainly not sewing” (14). The fascicles are important artifacts because 

of Dickinson’s words and careful curation, not because of the method in which they were bound.  

However, at the same time, I found resonance in the act of using my great-grandmother’s 

thread to reenact a part in the process of one of my literary ancestors. My great-grandmother, 

obsessed with appearances and male approval, measured her waist and calves every day, wrote the 

measurements down, slapped her daughter Mariel when she won a Fulbright, paid my already-thin 

mother to lose weight when she was in high school until my grandmother found out—what would 

have become of her mind had she been able to sink beneath the surface of what could be measured, 

bought, ironed, pressed? In Ways of Seeing, John Berger writes how women’s survival through 

much of history has been “at the cost of a woman’s self being split into two” (46). This split creates 

a constant self-surveillance, in which a woman, in the interest of survival, “is almost continually 

accompanied by her own image of herself…She has to survey everything she is and everything 

she does because how she appears to others, and ultimately how she appears to men, is of crucial 

importance for what is normally thought of as the success of her life” (Berger 46). Emily Dickinson 

was able, somehow, to change the terms of importance in her life. She would bake the bread for 

the house—she would not receive callers. She would write letters to publishers—she would not let 

them publish altered poems. She would write poems of a wild, ferocious spirituality—she would 

not be saved. She was born again, not to God but to herself. “To be born a woman has been,” 

Berger writes, “to be born within an allotted and confined space, into the keeping of men” (46). I 

believe that this condition is slowly changing, and I hope that my poems write towards that world. 

I still feel, however, the enormous loss of all the women who have been born already kept 

throughout history and are still being born that way, arriving with measuring tape in hand like a 
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caul. Women I have loved. Catharsis in the stab, the stitch, the red. Although my great-

grandmother would not approve of my writing, my interest in other women writers, even the fact 

of my being in graduate school, I look back into the past and confront the misdirected power of 

her starved and raging self. I carry that power with me.  I have written her in.  

The fascicle assignment also helped me uncover connections between Dickinson’s poetics 

and my own that I had not noticed before. The same semester I made the fascicle in Big Poems, I 

took a class in the Divinity School called Bodies and Theological Knowledge. The professor, 

Bonnie Miller-McLemore, designed the class with space to study lived knowledge alongside our 

texts. We performed fieldwork, interviewing professionals we admired, and brought their 

knowledge in their words back into our classroom. We discussed their words with the same level 

of respect and critical analysis typically only given to texts in the academic sphere. This experience 

was profound for me. It challenged and changed my expectations about what kind of knowledge, 

what kind of life, matters in a university classroom and in the canon of knowledge. The fascicle 

assignment connected intimately with this critical shift. Writing out and binding the fascicle felt 

as though I were reading an invisible text left behind by Dickinson through the motions of my 

body. In this process of reading, I came to new discoveries about her life and work.  

The most obvious, immediate discovery: her work was work. What’s more, she knew it. 

Our cultural narrative about many women writers from the nineteenth-century frames their work 

as happenstance, almost casual. We hear stories about Jane Austen hiding her pages under 

needlework when she heard footsteps, or Emily Dickinson dashing off an erratically capitalized 

poem on her tiny corner desk. In these kinds of stories, the Brontës’ novels are cast as a 

continuation of their tiny childhood books. An observation: on tours I have taken of these writer’s 

homes, including Austen, Dickinson, Louisa May Alcott, and the Brontë sisters, all docents spent 
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some time emphasizing how small their writing desks were. Of course, this emphasis is partly due 

to our fascination with the past and the daily routines and artifacts of writers—desk as altar. But 

on each tour, the docent’s speech struck me as over-emphasized. Its subtext reached beyond 

anecdote to meaning, as though the size of the desk signified more than the style of furniture in 

the nineteenth-century—as though it signified something about the writers and what they thought 

they were doing. To me, this emphasis on the diminutive is another side of the cultural narrative 

that paints women writers as oddities and suicides, sending a clear message to young women: don’t 

do this or you’ll die. The narrative of the diminutive achieves the same silencing end, saying, oh, 

this? This is easy, this is nothing. If you can’t make it happen, the fault lies with you. I experienced 

the harm of that narrative during my first year after college. My grandmother was sick, my 

grandfather physically unable to care for her, and so I lived with my grandparents, sharing care-

giving duties with my mother and working part-time. On fire for words after writing a creative 

thesis senior year, I expected to write late into the night, to start poems in the hours snatched 

between doctor’s appointments, to edit from the chair next to my grandmother’s hospital bed. Easy, 

like it was nothing.  

Instead, I wrote nothing. Images felt useless in my exhaustion and grief. Caring for a 

beloved in chronic pain defies form. I had no time and even less room in my mind—my head filled 

with medication names, dosage amounts, doctors I had to call back, my brain fixed on the ticker-

tape of if…then. If this happens, then that surgery…if she’s well enough for that surgery, if not, 

then this one…I wish now that I had let that year be what it was, a reckoning of my deep love for 

my grandmother, instead of a test of my ability to be a writer. But the clichéd cultural narrative 

had taken root. Jane Austen’s lap desk floated in the back of my mind, in that mythical house of 

the happenstance where Emily Dickinson also sat, dashing off a poem on the stairs. Easy. Making 
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the fascicle countered that narrative. It helped me learn, physically, that Emily Dickinson’s work 

demanded serious time, and that she took it seriously. The fascicle I chose contained many poems, 

and it took me hours to write out. She made forty of them in total, copying out more than 800 

poems (Oberhaus 1). Whatever her intentions for the booklets, whether or not she intended for 

them to be publications, they were not random whims but a part of her process.  

 

THE SEQUENCE, AN OPENING DOOR 

Exploring the fascicles also helped me place new value on a significant component of my own 

poetics: writing in sequence. My sequences span across different formal devices and image 

constellations, curating parts of fractured narratives into new arrangements. My longer poems, 

including “Mariel,” “Anne,” and “Cartographies of Water,” along with the Julian poems, all come 

from this aesthetic impulse—an impulse that, to me, connects to the fascicle impulse. I wrote those 

three sequences during my first year at Vanderbilt, and at first felt self-conscious and ashamed 

about their length, the space they took up on the page and the attention they demanded from 

readers. Their rambling collage feel and their resistance to closure contrasted with what I had loved 

about poetry when I first came to it. But poetry itself had opened doors for me—in part because of 

poetry, I was no longer that implied, invisible girl. I had a voice and I had needs, and these were 

the poems I needed to write. Their form and demands made up the only poetic language that was 

available to me in the honesty of my grief. “Browsing was the chief means of dealing with them,” 

R.W. Franklin wrote about the Dickinson fascicles (4). My process for these sequences, and the 

experiences they draw on, feels similar. Browsing is perhaps too casual a word, but in writing I 

felt that same sense of holding different moments and experiences up to the light, bringing them 

together, looking at them from different angles, wondering, taking my time. Poetry through prism.  



 13 

Or clarity through refraction—Susan Howe writes about a project she sees in Emily 

Dickinson’s poetry, “to restore the original clarity of each word-skeleton” (11). To do so, 

Dickinson employed “repetition, surprise, alliteration, odd rhyme and rhythm, dislocation, 

deconstruction,” constantly asking the questions, “Who polices questions of…connection, and 

connotation? Whose order is shut inside the structure of a sentence?” (Howe 11). I would not have 

articulated my project that way when I began writing my sequences—I simply felt a mysterious 

pull to the form. But now, I see that the sequences were an important step in the process of opening 

up my conception of connection, connotation, and sentence structure. For me, the sequence form 

reaches towards abundance, openness and intuition, for both writer and reader. In my sequence 

poems, I use repetition, long dashes, different organic and received forms, lists, definitions, 

syllabics, caesura, and interruption to make my own inclusive poetic order, weaving together a 

connected structure I can live inside, one that paradoxically has an increased clarity for me because 

of its complications. In my sequence poems, I am influenced by this project of Dickinson’s and by 

the masterful sequences of Adrienne Rich.   

Rich’s collections Diving into the Wreck, The Dream of a Common Language, and Your 

Native Land, Your Life all hold sequences that I return to again and again, but the title poem from 

an earlier collection, “Snapshots of a Daughter-In-Law,” was particularly helpful to me as I worked 

on “Anne” and “Cartographies of Water.” Rich describes the poem as the first one she wrote 

“directly about experiencing myself as a woman” (1980 44). She was able to write it in a “longer 

looser mode than I’d ever trusted myself with before,” and notes that the form partly came through 

concrete constraints on her life, the brief moments that were available to her as a mother of three 

young children (Rich 1980 44). She notes, too, that the poem came as a “relief” (Rich 1980 45). 

My sequence poems are the equivalent breakthrough for me, with forms that found their 
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parameters in the circumstances of a new and difficult experience of care-taking. Like Rich, I 

found that this long, loose form came as a relief to me. Whenever I tried to write single, discrete 

poems about the experiences in “Anne,” “Mariel,” and “Cartographies of Water” I found myself 

stumbling into false epiphanies, seeking deftly worded closure for depths that defied closure and 

often defied words themselves. The sections, and the different forms each contain, mirror the way 

my mind felt during those periods of anticipatory grief, trying to trick itself into a pattern or closure 

and ultimately failing each time.  

Writing in sections allowed me to construct a braided, multifaceted lyric with plenty of 

space held on the page. This space freed me from the pressure of narrative, of reaching epiphany 

or closure, or even stating something definitive about such complex experiences. I didn’t have to 

be done processing yet, the poem was still being written. Even when the sequence finishes, it is 

not exactly done. “Anne,” for example, ends with the question “Diviner, what’s divine here?” 

asking for the poem to be revisited, returned to, with that question in mind. The poem “Posterity: 

A Commonplace Book” ends with a quote excerpted from its epigraph, creating a kind of circle. 

“Posterity: A Commonplace Book” is written in the tradition of Rich’s “Culture and Anarchy” 

from A Wild Patience Has Taken Me Thus Far. I am increasingly interested in the form of a 

notebook poem, a poem that weaves together different threads, references, images, and quotes and 

invites rereading and reentry at different points. Here, I am reminded of a Catholic priest I knew 

once who—in response to an evangelical trying to convert him by asking “Are you born again?”—

said, smiling, “I am born again, and again, and again…I am born every day.” I want to write poems 

that are born again, and again, and in different ways.  

When Natalie Diaz visited campus last year, she said, “My stories come from the kitchen. 

When people talk about things in my family, it’s always the women and it’s always the kitchen, 
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where it’s quiet, where it’s real.” In my sequence poems, I am writing in that tradition, too, writing 

in the way of conversations between my mother and grandmother and sisters and me, or between 

my closest friends. This mode of conversation is wide-ranging, endlessly allowing, and open to 

genuine discovery and intimacy—these are the conversations that formed me. In “Cartographies 

of Water,” along with other poems in the thesis, a domestic dichotomy is established between the 

dining room where the speaker learned “not to talk,” and the kitchen, where the speaker “learned 

the lives of women as they used to be.” The dining room, with its heavy mahogany table “all gloss 

and miles long,” is where the food is served, and there the speaker sits passive and silenced, not 

heard and barely seen. The kitchen, however, is where the food is made, and there the speaker can 

let her “mind get back to work building itself.” There, as chronicled in the poem “Mariel,” the 

speaker can be “precise through priamel.” Priamel, a device dating back to ancient Greek poetry, 

is a way of saying what is truly meant by saying what is not meant.1 When I do not know what I 

mean, I begin with what I do not mean and work my way in from there.  

 

ON PLEASURE 

At forty I am beginning to learn the mechanism of my own brain—how to get the 

greatest amount of pleasure and work out of it. The secret is I think always so to 

contrive that work is pleasant.  

- Virginia Woolf, A Writer’s Diary (50) 

                                                        
1 An early example can be found in Sappho’s fragment 16: “Some say a host of horsemen is the most 

beautiful thing / on the black earth, some say a host of foot-soldiers, / some, a fleet of ships; but I say it is 

/ whatever one loves.” 
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Pleasure. How even the word itself feels good in the mouth: that soft s. How pleasure can 

become an argument, when cultural stories about writing and womanhood so often intersect at the 

place of trauma, anxiety, and difficulty. And it is hard, in many ways, to be a writer. To be a 

woman. But there is also joy there, for me, and I believe the joy matters. In a landmark essay on 

the female orgasm, ethicist Mary Pellauer writes that to further develop the political goals of the 

feminist movement “we need to pay at least as much attention to our joys and delights as to our 

pains and disappointments. Otherwise, we limit our own thriving” (161). I believe this is true for 

me in terms of writing and womanhood, and the ways I speak and write about each. With each day 

I live, and every poem I write, I want to ask myself: how can I work not to limit my own thriving 

as a writer? How can I work to expand it?  

Reading Virginia Woolf has helped me live into the answers to those questions. In an 

independent study I took with Bonnie Miller-McLemore on women and vocation during my 

second semester at Vanderbilt, I decided to read deeply instead of widely, and immersed myself 

in Woolf’s life and letters. I had read Mrs. Dalloway and To the Lighthouse many times, but never 

studied Woolf herself. I knew about her death, of course—the story of the river and rocks in her 

pockets darkly glamorized and emphasized, in the way that suicides of women artists so often are. 

This emphasis strikes me now as a postmodern version of the focus on the diminutive in the lives 

of nineteenth-century women writers. A clichéd cultural narrative that makes the writing life seem 

dangerous and thus out of reach, the emphasis on women writer’s suicides over-reads meaning 

into the fact of mental illness the same way that the emphasis on the diminutive over-reads meaning 

into the fact of the furniture. Each emphasis occurs in disproportion, and distorts or obscures 

important parts of these women’s lives and work. Each emphasis also sends a harmful message to 

younger writers, telling them that they cannot write if it does not come easily, and also—
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contradictorily—that if they are doing it right, it just might kill them. In high school, when my 

English class read The Bell Jar and The Death Notebooks and my friends were swooning over 

Sylvia Plath and Anne Sexton at lunch, I remained hesitant, resisting both writers—perhaps out of 

self-protection. There is a history of female suicide in my family, and as Adrienne Rich writes, 

“We have had enough suicidal women poets, enough suicidal women, enough of self-

destructiveness as the sole form of violence permitted to women” (Rich 122). In turning to women 

writers when I was younger, I sought other stories. Perhaps, with a sharp eye towards my 

worryingly dim vision of my future as an artist, I wanted to learn about women who wrote and 

lived.   

As I read Virginia Woolf during my time at Vanderbilt, I realized my mistake. I’d let the scrim 

of that clouded conventional narrative keep me from an important literary ancestor. Virginia 

Woolf—she lived! Her writing taught me that. As I read, her death shrank back into proportion, 

her mental illness one important element in a rich and mortal life. Through each new venture, each 

new book, Woolf persevered through besieging doubts and dry spells, flexing the power of her 

discipline, courage, and interest in her work. She wrote: “Free use of the faculties means 

happiness… now I’m writing fiction again I feel my force glow straight from me at its fullest” 

(Woolf 57). To experience oneself immersed in this way, every cell of the body charged and 

humming with creation, the sense of the entire self moving in one direction—to feel your capacities 

expand to meet your vision—to feel the force, the glow, the fullness—rare, to feel this way when 

writing, but it happens, and it’s one of the best things I know. bell hooks describes this feeling as 

joy, which comes from using one’s powers wholly (9). Woolf describes experiencing this joy in 

her journal; her words reveal what makes it different from the joys reserved for women in her time. 

She writes, “To be well and use strength to get more out of life is, surely, the greatest fun in the 
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world. What I dislike is feeling that I’m always taking care, or being taken care of” (Woolf 55). 

Work offered her a way into strength, learning, wellness, pleasure, outside of relational or 

emotional experience dependent on others. Taking care, and being cared for, are foundational parts 

of being human, gifts in my life—in any life. They cannot be the only ways a woman experiences 

herself. There is pleasure elsewhere, too. Pleasure in writing, in work. Pleasure becomes an 

invisible key: with the enjoyment and embodiment of work comes freedom to work often, with a 

focus on process and practice.  

Virginia Woolf sets an example for me there, in terms of the life processes that provided 

scaffolding for her intellectual life. She saw her thoughts as lit rooms, and the walks she took in 

the fields as corridors between them (Woolf 64). She actively cultivated a life with space open to 

receive ideas and take them seriously. “I have this moment,” she wrote, “while having my bath, 

conceived an entire new book about the sexual life of women—Lord, how exciting!” (Woolf 162). 

This book became Three Guineas, a book that vibrates with this excitement. In an essay arguing 

for a reconnection with the erotic in all its myriad meaning—not simply directly sexual, Audre 

Lorde writes that the erotic is not only a question of what we do, but how fully we feel in the doing. 

She writes, “That deep and irreplaceable knowledge of capacity for joy comes to demand from all 

of life that it be lived within the knowledge that such satisfaction is possible” (Lorde 57). With 

such knowledge, we are empowered for wholeness in all our life and work. The knowledge of the 

body, then, becomes another key, one that unlocks what pleasure is possible for us to have and 

feel. A gift that the body gives to the spirit (Pellauer 177).   
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ANCHORING: A ROOM WITHOUT A DOOR 

Moving to Nashville found me living in a house of my own for the first time: a carriage house 

converted into a studio living space. All mine. I had never had so much solitary room, four external 

walls delineating my distinct spatial footprint, the space my life took up in the world. There was 

nobody for whom I had to adapt my natural rhythms. Nobody needed anything from me. In that 

house, I paid all of the rent—no roommates. And in that house, to my surprise, I began to feel 

guilty. This sudden advent of guilt, with no clear cause, mystified me. I found the first key to 

understanding in Adrienne Rich’s book Of Woman Born, in which she remarks that “as soon as I 

was visibly and clearly pregnant, I felt, for the first time in my adolescent and adult life, not-guilty” 

(1986 25). Our situations were inverse: I was not pregnant or married, and had no plans to be soon, 

and for what felt like the first time since my childhood, I was living on my own terms, mothering 

myself more than I was mothering others. And my tiny studio rendered this change irrevocably 

visible. With one room, one bed, a single dinner plate, and no one to feed or help or shelter, I 

questioned my right to so much of my own space and time. I had looked forward to that space and 

time so much—and both began to feel oppressive, weighing on me. I woke from dreams in which 

my little house built itself upon my back, brick by brick. My confusion was hard to talk about, 

hard to even name. A staunch feminist, for the first time in my life I found myself confronting the 

fact that in some fundamental way, I did not believe I deserved space, time, even air if I did not 

devote it to helping others. I knew that I needed to change this way of being if I wanted to be a 

writer. I sensed that writing itself was the natural way to go about that change. 

Finally, last February, after months of thinking about women, rooms, writing, hospitality, 

household work, and the Catholicism that weaves it all together for me, I sat down at my blessedly 

messy desk and wrote the first poem in “But for I Am a Woman Should I Therefore Live That I 
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Should Not Tell of the Goodness.” That poem is the only one in my life that has come to me 

complete. But in many ways, it felt like a poem I’d been working on for years. I first began studying 

Julian of Norwich in my undergraduate Theology minor, and had written an essay about her then 

that never quite satisfied me. Now, I think, of course—of course I had to return to Julian in poetry, 

the written form that accommodates both incredible concision and enormous space. Only through 

the paradox of the long poem could I approach the paradox of a woman choosing to be walled into 

a room, taking vows which declared her legally dead, and there finding a larger freedom that 

enabled her to write words that would live forever. Julian’s life mirrors the paradox of poetry. She 

took on the rhythms of faith like a poetic form, and wrote about images of the ordinary everyday—

a hazelnut, a herringbone, a drop of rain—to lead her readers into an embodied understanding of 

divine love. Now I see that in the same way Julian walked into her anchor-hold, I walk into the 

room of poetry. What she hoped to find there, I hope to find here.  

As soon as I had written that first poem, I knew that it would be a longer work, a sequence. 

I felt almost haunted by the poems behind the poem. Each line in that first poem seemed to be a 

door leading to more. Intuitively, it seemed, I knew that my structure would take that first poem 

in the sequence as a star map, picking up lines and troubling them, reflecting and refracting images 

and moments, language pouring from one poem to the next like water seeking its source. This 

structure was, for me, similar to the way Dickinson’s fascicles might have served as a place for 

her to re-enter the poetic process (Franklin 16). Although I intend the poems to be read 

sequentially, as I wrote them I experienced a sense of browsing, of collage, that connects to the 

fascicle impulse. It reminded me of the way I felt as a child during long hours spent excavating 

my great-grandmother’s trunks in the attic after she died. While my mother and grandmother sorted 

and cataloged her belongings, I would pull out airmail letters, scraps of fabric, embroidery 
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samples, and crumpled tubes of watercolor paint. I’d lay the scraps next to each other, matching 

up edges in a kind of puzzle-work or placing a photograph of a uniformed soldier on antique floral 

cloth in artistic vignette. I grieved her, and I was also afraid of her and of being like her, and I did 

not know how to navigate that gap. The anxious racings of my brain got lost in between the layers 

of her trunks, comforted by the process and proximity: what went with what? How did I know? I 

seemed to feel it, this letter with that ribbon—I was an archaeologist of image. Writing the first 

Julian poem, I felt that same deep satisfaction of my time in the attic. That same sense of fraught 

closeness to something I did not understand and wanted to. I was not afraid of Julian, but I was 

afraid of the legacy of her bricked-in space, her name written in the Book of the Dead. A woman 

who had herself declared dead in order to write. 

After the rush of writing that first poem, I re-entered the sequence using that fear, writing 

“the bishop walked her to her grave to make her free.” The initial charged location for me was the 

terrifying physical fact of Julian’s anchorage: her single, door-less room, her grave dug and 

waiting, its own kind of four-walled room built into the earth. The fact of that preemptive grave, a 

symbolic reminder that she had been declared legally dead, set her apart as belonging to an in-

between space, not quite alive and not quite dead. Set apart in this way, she was free from ordinary 

constraints and demands on single women, and free to live alone. Thinking about her grave in 

terms of this liminal freedom reminded me of the long baths I took when I was young, the bathtub 

similar in shape to the grave. I always shared a room with at least one of my sisters and the bedroom 

doors in our old house didn’t lock—privacy an invention of modernity, we joked. But the bathroom 

door locked. The bathtub was the place indoors where I felt the most alone, and where I spent 

hours reading, belonging only to myself and the words on the page. Making this connection 

between my bathtub and Julian’s grave felt electric to me. To my surprise, as I had not initially 
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conceived of the sequence in this way, my younger self became a character, wanting to have a 

conversation with Julian, connecting despite the centuries and official church canon that separated 

us. (In the Catholic Church, Julian is not recognized as a saint.) I wanted to talk to Julian but not 

through her, speak with her but not for her. Thus, the alternating structure of the sequence was 

born.  

Although I began writing the sequence thinking of limitation and constraint, by the end of 

the opening poem it was clear to me that I would also be writing about freedom and abundance—

how it can possibly be that, as Emily Dickinson wrote, “The Brain is Wider than the Sky.” Along 

with being a central paradox in Julian’s life, as mentioned above, this paradox is the foundation on 

which the sequence is built, and one that I have learned from living with. The poem “Enclosure,” 

written in syllabics as a formal expression of containment, elucidates the spiritual legacies of this 

paradox: “bring / me back in to where / I am hungry on- / ly there can I eat.” In the way that form 

and rhythm invite freedom and improvisation, hunger invites nourishment.  

Perhaps inevitably with a poem about a woman being built into a room, I often thought 

about the process of writing the sequence in terms of structural metaphors. These metaphors 

accommodate a balance of expectation and surprise. I knew what rooms I needed and roughly 

where they would go, but not how they would look or how they would feel inside. Canonical long 

poems mirror my experience. In a letter, William Wordsworth referred to The Prelude “as a sort 

of portico to The Recluse, part of the same building” (The Prelude, Project Gutenberg). Walt 

Whitman also used architectural metaphors to discuss the project of Leaves of Grass. I encountered 

my long poem in a similar way to Whitman and Wordsworth, feeling throughout that I was 

constructing something. At times, I was laying bricks, working solidly with mortar and stone. 

Other times, I was building a house of cards and holding my breath. 
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A KEY FELT IN THE HAND 
 

I began this essay with an inherited memory: Emily Dickinson locking a door. I want to 

end by imagining a moment, a memory lost to time. I want to imagine Julian on her enclosure day. 

After the altar-singing, after the ceremony, after the prayers. After the bishop entered the 

anchorage first to bless it, then said “He who wishes to enter, let him enter” (Frykholm 81).2 After 

she entered the room to the sounds of the office of the dead. Then the enclosure was complete. She 

was alone. “What was the sound after?” the first poem in the Julian sequence asks, imagining a 

silence wild as any sound. What did it feel like, to reach out and touch the walls, knowing she was 

in the place where she would die? The words she had been working out in her head for years—

now, she stood in the room where she would write them down.  

 Julian stands in her anchorage. Beneath her feet, the rushes she and her mother spent days 

gathering by the river and hung to dry—sweet-smelling grasses to keep the dirt down and season 

the air. She will never feel the light of another season on her arms, on the back of her neck. She 

and her mother will never again lose themselves in some endless, needful task, like gathering a 

carpet’s worth of grass. For a moment, her body feels strange to her—a new place. This body, her 

body, will not take care of her mother in her final days as they once thought. This body will no 

longer perform many of the tasks that had defined its existence. Julian crosses herself, a map in 

the air she is used to making. A map that says, You are here. Where God is, too. And more than a 

map, this gesture is a prayer. She makes the sign of the cross, and reaches for her pen.  

                                                        
2 The enclosure ceremony was written for male anchorites, and the words would not have been 

altered for female anchorites. The “one-to-be-enclosed” was always referred to in the masculine 

form  (Jones 160).  
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I have made that same motion countless times. Thoughtlessly, as a child, with intention as 

I grew older, and then for a long time I stopped making it. My body carries the gesture, though, 

and whenever I enter any kind of sacred space I can feel my right hand reach for the stoup it expects 

to find, anticipating holy water. The motion of the cross has woven itself into my muscle memory. 

Anthropologist Paul Connerton describes this process as the body storing the past in such a way 

that it effectively keeps the past (72). My right hand’s sustaining expectation for holy water, for 

the motions of the cross, is an ongoing conversation with my younger self, with my inheritances. 

Emily Dickinson’s twist of the key, the stitches my great-grandmother preserved in words, 

Virginia Woolf’s rambling walks, Julian’s cross, my mother’s perennially open door—these 

gestures make up a complicated inheritance that brings me to writing, again and again. A friend 

said to me once, speaking about her practice of labyrinths, “You think you’re lost but you can’t 

be—there’s a single path.” Writing, for me, is like that.  
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THE WHITE NIGHTGOWN 
 
 
I. 
 
Our childhood, miles behind us, still happens somewhere.  
Look, one of our brothers, drunk, getting dragged up the stairs  
by one of the others.  
 
And the girl who was us, white nightgown hiked up  
around her hips by the violence of her sleep, wakes  
to imagine a ship— 
 
 clatter of heavy boots against stairs and walls,  
swearing and shushing and laughter,  
  a party below deck,  
   men raising glasses full of amber.  
 
II.  
 
 
So many casualties.  
All those animal souls, breathed-through mercies  
 sleeping small sleeps in their cages,  
  or curled into Os at the foot of our beds.  
   The fish swimming and swimming  
 around the same castle in the same bowl.  
    We gave every fish the same name.  
The cousin who told us his name was now Jack. That girl-self we all believed in 
 when she was born into a girl-body never really was.  
The families left behind to make this one. Every choice unmade.  
Our mother, slamming through cupboards. Looking for what she won’t say.  
 
 
III.  
 
  Happinesses left out like picnics forgotten in the rain.  
 That tablecloth, heavy-wet, will always smell old now. The dishes  
  and cups, half-full with water, leaves and sticks. The crackers,  
   a papery pulp one of us ate when dared. Afterwards,  
hardening for weeks on the lawn, and every day we walked past it  
 on the way to work or school or  
  kicked a ball around it, and did nothing.  
 
Some of us knew it was evidence,  
 but none of us knew what it stood for.  
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IV.  
 
There is no what happened,  
 only all these stories, and the stories  
about those stories. We woke up in the middle of a family.  
 
  We saw we were on a long voyage to a place  
 none of us had ever been. You can’t know whether the tide is going out or  

coming in until it’s all the way out,  
  or all the way in.   

 
You don’t need to name everything, one of our brothers said once.  
 
Behind us, bodies we’d grown out of, languages  
 we no longer spoke, drowned bones.  
 
 
V.  
 
A sense of wrongness drowned some of us. Carried the others.  
 
The cracked bathtub with rust  

ringing the drain, the rabbit-shaped stain  
 on the living room ceiling. To be a girl  
 
  then was to be fed an ethic of care  
 on baby spoons. To know, as you were being cared for,  
   what you must one day do. To see your life 
    waiting, already waiting, already 
      loving you.  
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A TRUE STORY  
 
I never told you the true story of the rabbits, she said 
to us once while she cut our ham into small pearled squares.  
We chased peas around plates with our spoons,  
 
our milk waiting cold, white, and necessary. 
She told us how the rabbits screamed human 
screams when the army slit their throats in the kitchen garden— 
 
sleeping farmhouse, curtains spilling  
in a warm wind to the floor, windowsills of peeling paint,  
maybe a shutter, upstairs, banging— 
 
outside, blood mixing hay and mud.  
 
The rabbits’ heads became bowls for blood,  
hung like so—she said—by their feet from the chicken wire,  
dead eyes clotted with stars. She had been hiding 
 
but she found them like that in the morning,  
stars and all. And she said that was the story  
we were old enough to know.  
 
The years it took to know no army  
comes for only rabbits. How strangely she had loved us.  
What we had been spared.  
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MARIEL            
 
I. 
 
I am trying to tell you something more than what I know.  
 
Those evenings I lay in the ivy, naming each flickering desire,  
lights turning on and off in the big windows  
of the big house. My body, in those days, a far country  
 
I could say nothing much about— 
 
its new language like the scent of earth  
in the held space between the softly moving leaves 
—dusky, dark green, private— 
 
sudden, vanishing, impossible to hold— 
 
like theology. Those evenings, I lost my body.  
I became I, all eye, the flat abrupt rise of the house  
with its windowpanes—all that light and glass— 
 
the house became stage and the play was mine  
 
and I knew what would happen before it did. If I felt  
hard enough, I could make the lights go out—I could make somebody 
leave a room—I could say enough or when (water splashing out the glass)— 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 29 

II.  
 
Not about those evenings. One evening. One evening  
when even the honest dog’s barking left me more alone  
 
in my frozen woven silence—  
you came back to life like a bell.  
 
You came out of the house 
wearing red. You looked good— 
 
like you had decided.  
 
You told me, there comes a day  
when a woman decides to live, but before 
 
she knows how. Beyond us, the wind one voice  
in the tall oak. The ivy quietly choosing to be itself, over and over.  
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III. 
 
You never happened that way. I never knew you as a woman 
I could talk with, one foot in the country of sex, the other death, 
familiar with the baroque in my blood. I never knew you better. Now, 
all I know are—  threads. (During the war, you drew lines  
down the backs of your legs. You finally forgot your father. You learned  
to drive.) Upstairs, there is a cupboard full of silk threads I spend afternoons on, 
untangling, soft knotted bodies of color to which I am trying to listen  
longer. This life puts things away for me before I am ready.  
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IV.  
 
But the cupboard door never stays shut. You are  
a vase, an open mouth for flowers, unfillable, you are  
decorative, you are dead and powerful, you are the cross in the air  
 
I have stopped making  
(the muscles of my right arm remember).  
 
I put you on a shelf. I take you down. I put you back.  
I find some of your hair (red) between the pages  
of the book I have been reading for years. 
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V.  
 
You took yourself a 
way. My hands are full of threads. 
Your mother gave 
 
your heart to me when  
she said your mouth looks like hers. 
I planted your heart 
 
in the ivy.  
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VI.  
 
I make myself an altar—I put my body there.  
I am making a religion out of women. Here,  
 
we eat heresy like cake— 
or bread, because it is the body  
 
that means we can stay. I cannot stay 
where you are in the ivy, all secret,  
 
all French knots. Not alive but not yet dead— 
we’ve never said—you are gone 
 
you were ill. We don’t talk anymore  
about any of your wars. You’ve become a frame  
 
with the art taken out, canvas rolled up  
into an umbrella or the sleeve of a coat— 
 
taken by a stranger to a kinder country.  
Your absence is the reddest thing I know.  
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VII.  
 
I come into the kitchen with my arms full 
of ivy and rinse the ripped-up roots.    
 
Clods of dirt disappear down the sink.  
I know without tasting how dirt lives  
 
on the tongue, copper strange. Sometimes  
I think I can taste the gun you had in your mouth.  
 
I run water into a glass jar and fill it with the ivy.  
The roots are filament and thread. The leaves  
 
are stars. In this kitchen, I have learned the lives  
of women as they used to be. I have said not this,  
 
not this, but that—precise through priamel— 
I have made my confessions looking into the eyes  
 
that made the ocean of mine, that see me strong and strange  
and possible—I have never lied. I am lying  
 
all the time. I have watched your mother, the great-  
grandmother, lace canvas with her needle and thread and said  
 
that I don’t know where you are in me.  
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THE BEHAVIOR OF THE STITCH DEPENDS     
 
Mariel speaking 
 
Silk. The cabinet with the silk. The cabinet  
with the door half-open and half-shut. The goat’s  
frayed bleat from the garden—a ragged sound  
 
in the cool green tapestry of air. The night  
has gathered behind the sharp stitched spines  
of the oak leaves. The night has turned over  
 
onto its back. My mother, I cannot love her.  
Her hands full of prettiness, silk threads  
pulled taut. I’ve often thought of the way  
 
embroidery is an art that traps silence 
under each stitch, the needle’s arc tamping  
down each moment’s air. Thread pressed 
 
that dead quiet against the canvas. Everything  
I never told her sewn, stitched, woven lovely,  
 
   adorning silent rooms.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 36 

MORE LOVE  
 
Apricots. Furred whisper-tips of squirrel tails, edged black,  
as though dipped in paint. Moonrise: not the muscular arc,  
 
but the slow softening of night, the dimming stars.  
Milk in the saucer, cold. Delicacy: what we lost in the war.  
 
Pressing the heels of her hands into the gasp of the risen bread.  
Keeping her back to us, always, she moves furiously at the heavy sink.  
 
The way she ties her apron could cut her in two.   
 
We don’t have to talk about the hunger for fruit— 
rooted down with hunger for cock, for cunt,  
 
hunger to eat life, to take more life in. To have it, whatever it was. 1942.  
She did anything to live. Hated herself because she could not stop living.  
 
Do you remember the nursery, when the lion spoke to us over folded paws?  
He said, When we ask for an easier life, dear ones, we are not asking for more love  
 
but for less. How loved she felt in Paris then.  
 
Hungry. No fruit. No furred tailed things.  
Moon blessing blind, burned city with milk. She was mortal and alive.  

 
Raped by flashlight. Snow beneath gray with war. The lion walked beside her  
out of that alley we don’t talk about, scorched with love, mane burning, eyes.  
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I MAKE ANOTHER BODY FOR MYSELF WHEN  
 
my grandfather tells me about important men.  
He says the names and I forget.  
 
In the next room: the uncles, the priest,  
the cousins. Portraits leaning off the walls.  
 
I am so tired  
of family. Who knows why  
 
we do  
the things we do. Why we are these animals 
 
in this room, keeping our teeth in our mouths 
to talk, to eat. We are gathered together  
 
and I’m wild-eyed, tossing my head  
to see who it is  
 
whenever somebody else walks into the room.  
My body needs to get me out.  
 
What harm will you do to me.  
If someone were to photograph  
 
the years of my life I spent young  
and listening— 
 
I would not be in the photograph at all.  
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NOTES ON THE BURGHERS OF CALAIS,  
STANFORD MEMORIAL CHURCH 
 
 
We are twelve. My brother walks the sandstone path  
to church on his knees because I say I’ll pay him although 
I won’t. The path scattered with brides & tourists 
& the Burghers of Calais. Six sad men, nooses loose— 
rough-hewn jewelry demanded by the English king,  
who pawned his wife’s crown to pay for the siege 
he laid to Calais. The people of Calais, cut off, gates 
locked, ate dogs & rats that year out of a century 
of war, until the streets ran empty, gutters rustling  
with nothing but rain & leaves. No more meat. Six old men  
carrying the keys. Their bodies the price the King  
had Calais pay. His pleasure: their bare feet, roped 
necks. Long economy of godding, pouring other bodies 
into the shape of our hollowed-out desire, praying do what I say 
 

make me complete.  
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IN THE OLD GOLD RUSH GRAVEYARD  
 
Now I am ready to tell how bodies are changed 
into different bodies.  
 
I. 
 
A buffalo walks between pinyon trees. She was bought 
by a man who dreamed empire, America converted  
back to squandered prairie gospel of buffalo meat. Only 
able to afford one cow at first, he must have thought  
he could save up—buffalo hope. He lost, they say,  
his job, his wife, another wife, a hand—(we heard)— 
luck-lost man. When he died, all he owned: a buffalo 
he couldn’t breed, the land she stood on. Before he 
died, he must have led her across the road, opening 
the abandoned graveyard’s long-closed gate. Plenty of grass,  
he might have told her—perhaps. This was before we were  
born. Still, I think he wanted her to live. Hunger-tamed 
animal finally released from his dream’s bared yoke, 
and free to be only a buffalo again. To lie massive 
against the earth. To wander eating, and eating, wander,  
to rub her flanks in tired golden dust. She became, 
at night, a piece of night, bluer shadow cast in blue 
air. A buffalo again, she belonged to no one, but we 
loved her. We brought her apples from our reading  
tree. Because of her, we learned the names of plants 
we could eat and how to whistle. We called her and 
she came without hurrying, picking her way to us over 
the plots, the stones. Her neat sharp hooves struck notes.  
You know she’s never seen another buffalo besides her 
mother, you told me once. As far as she knew, she was  
the only one. We got older, we got brave. We climbed 
the gate. We draped the shagged mountain of her back 
with flower-lace, our palms stained sweet from where 
the town green stalks wept in the heat, held tight  
against the handles of our bikes. We held out our hands 
for her to lick with her long blue tongue. She could have done  
anything to us. The squirrel-baby we found pink and dead 
in the road, we brought it, too, laying it at the grave  
of the miner with the most handsome name. We tried  
his name out in our mouths. We stripped, stood knee-deep  
in cold creek and drew on each other’s bodies with soft 
red clay. We knew we were safe. Without knowing how.  
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II.  
 
The stubble fields that day at the end of the fall, when 
vineyards spun their slow magic in the still-tight grapes.  
Our quick dirty feet, sky piling on clouds—we went down 
together. I cut my foot deep on a cuspate stalk and yelped 
sharp as a cat at night, pulling you down with me into dry 
drought grass. Oh, honey, you said—you were eleven, older  
than me, but still young to cluck your tongue like that,  
taught to mother before we were done being mothered— 
you knew how to talk to the wound without stopping.  
How pain expands to any open space. Honeyhoneyhoney,  
you said, and took my foot in your hands. We could hear 
the buffalo’s distant song of weight and stone as she made  
her way toward us. With your fingers, you could see. A stick  
stuck in the softer part of the sole. You pulled it out. Birds  
scattered. The loud blue quiet as your hair fell over my foot, 
as you breathed a breath and reached your tongue. As you held 
the wet flat of it against the blood that was dark and running.   
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FIAT  
 
She forced her way through the crowd.  
Weeping, she stood below him, and looking up, saw 
how he was some part of God. She had not known till 
 
then—she wanted him cut down. Wanted his blood 
back. She wanted him human again. 
 
Later, they forgot what she had wanted.  
They gave her new names. Called her Mercy,  
Blessed—she, who stood in the crowd 
 
and cursed. She held what she could reach— 
his feet. She tried to crawl up there with him.  
 
Nobody remembered that after. How sure she had been, 
after everything, this was what she could not do:  
she could not watch him die. How the crowd roared,  
 
reached. He said Stop to the crowd. Then Stop  
to her. The sound she made, the last wound.  
 
Woman, he said. I held my own hands out.  
Do you understand?  
 
 
 
 

A girl, watching. She heard those words  
and knew all her life men would talk to her like  
she did not understand. When she was older,  
she took her love to the vineyard and lay down 
with him there. What do you want? he said.  
Grapes gently furred in the moonlight.  
Sweet and milky stars. And she held out her hands.  
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AFTER READING JULIAN OF NORWICH 
 
  Remember not to get too mystical now,  
my grandmother says, sinking the clean word of a knife  
through a pear. In her kitchen, windows the size of doors,  
light pouring through relentless as water at the river,  
an endlessness that scared me as a girl—muscle of the world 
revealing itself between granite (a glimpse, a tear  
in the fabric). Cut, the pear falls open on the plate— 
what was whole, smooth-shaped, now reaches out  
arms of a star. Now, leaf-colored skin, grit between 
my teeth. My grandmother says, don’t get too mystical. Now,  
I am holding the wrung-wet dishrag, soap-lace braceleting 
the bone of my wrist, I am wearing high-rise jeans. No mystic,  
I do know this: when the book of the world opens, it is not 
as we thought. In my grandmother’s hands, pears turn to stars.   
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PASSERINE  
 
Once or twice, then more and more,  
it began to happen—the blues stood back  
the jays stopped their shouting, 
 
leaving me free to listen to Joan Baez sing  
about diamonds and rust. I lick sugar off my wrist 
as Bob calls Joan’s poetry lousy.   
 
I always thought Bob Dylan would be a bad lover,  
I say, and Julia and Paige laugh across the line. 
 
Girl Island, we call our cabin in the woods.  
My cowboy friend writes from Montana:  
wish I was back on Girl Island.  

Love, Jack  
 
Esme doesn’t know what a lover is.  
She’s seven and once we thought she wouldn’t be,  
but her milk-honey hair is back. Small milk teeth 
falling out on track. She kneels on the counter now,  
 
watching the Western Tanager still and bright  
in the open window. The shining branches of the cedars  
move without wind, how the cooling air gently  
turns us over to the territory of dusk— 
 
a shifting, a sea change,  
in this ocean of land— 
 
and it felt like that in my mind,  
the night bird there leaving like the day does.  
 
Whatever holds the earth  
lets go. 
 
Every finger of winter.  
Each person’s differently beloved hand. 
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IF YOU ARE TOUGH ENOUGH, LET THE THING YOU LOVE ROT  
 
When the body is ritual,  
our tasks reincarnate. What can be washed,  
 
warmed, used. Emptied. What needs taking  
out. The needs that leave us alone  
 
with ourselves, holy as soap. Let rust pepper 
the mirror. A body is not a map. A body  
 
is not a reason. When the body is ritual, ritual 
is barometer. A little more. A little less. A body 
 
is not always loved. A body is not  
always— 
 
so the old dissatisfaction comes back. When  
the body forgets. When ritual, constant return,  
 
same shattered place. Across Route 129,  
in a field, a broken boat sits and rots on metal legs 
 
and it’s love. That means, a body is not an aesthetic.  
A body is made to be used. That means, a body  
 
is made to be hungry. At the fish market,  
a small boy whines, I never asked to be born,  
 
gets slapped. A body is a slow wreck  
that time remembers, and then takes back.  
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AT THE MUSEUM, I MISHEARD THE WORDS: 
 
once again I fall into my family grave. Over 
and over, I hear it that way. At the museum,  
a man plays guitar in a bathtub and people move 
in and out of rooms. They play the same song  
from different parts of the house. Wallpaper  
rippling, peeling. Dark velvet. The room where 
two men smoke. The room where the woman  
turns over in bed. At the museum, pieces of fabric flutter  
from walls to be touched, small invitations. I rub 
bone-colored Korean linen between my fingers. Stiff 
threads, hard as fish ribs, rasp. In the glass case,  
an emperor’s robe hangs, made from this same cloth.  
I can feel what I am looking at. I can feel what I am  
hearing. At the museum, I read the walls:  
Teachings mandated that people show respect 
for their parents and ancestors through care  
for their bodies. At the museum, my friend’s mother 
coughs in the couture exhibit and cannot stop. Her 
throat scrapes, sound bright as blood in that silent room.  
A very strict precept was that one should not destroy  
or discard what had been inherited. Thus, haircuts  
were forbidden. At the museum, I look away— 
my friend’s mother would not want me to see  
her body unstopped, her body beyond the guillotine  
of her practiced will. She is elegant, private, unlike 
my friend, who goes to her now, placing both hands  
on her mother’s shoulders, pressing her forehead against 
her mother’s forehead. She says Breathe, and breathing,  
waits for her mother to pick up the thread. Which she does— 
frayed gasp, ragged edge, another cough—breathe, my friend  
says or hums or breathes. Their hard-spun duet  
reaches across the room where I am reading  
about the nomadic character of things made  
of threads. After what she calls the war of her  
childhood, my friend did not speak to her mother  
for many years. Did not invite or tell her about  
her wedding, at which I stood beside my friend  
and closed my eyes, opened them again and tried  
to see with the eyes of her mother, because I was 
the only one in that room who knew her mother.  
No one in the museum, looking now, would know 
that day happened like that. The two women are 
forehead to forehead, breathing. I hear them across 
the room, where I am reading about how this ancient  
linen is so sheer that no matter how many times 
you layer it, the light will still come through.  
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CARTOGRAPHIES OF WATER 
 
I. 
 
In the photograph, my baby hand lies easy  
on her bending leg, sure as a hand on a bannister.  
My other hand in hers, caught mid-reach 
 
for the glass of beer she’s draining, top rim pressed 
against the bridge of her nose. Waxy slats of the pool chair 
writing red lines on the backs of her thighs— 
 
here, she could think, for a minute, as only one body.  
My mother only drank when she was breastfeeding.  
Her babies kept fat and happy, slept in her bed so she could  
 
breathe them. After the sixth, her pelvis clicked when  
she walked—the sound a kind of clock for me—I stayed 
close enough to hear. In the photograph, I see 
 
luxurious joy of skin knowing, skin-on-skin,  
enough, and water. The lawn hasn’t been that TV grass color 
since I was young, drought grasping on twenty-three years 
 
now, earth cracking the way a good loaf of sour bread  
mouths open, stretched across the top, edges made from the inside.  
She knocked on her bread to see when it was done— 
 
listen—  she told me once  
she wouldn’t die till I was ready. Her lungs scraping her throat  
for air, her pain the only sound in that room, but anyway I said  
 
I’m not ready— 
  Our hands. My fingers laced through hers 
like hangers  somehow  still 
 
the shoulders of the dress slipping off 
      to the floor 
 
 
II.  
 
A woman drinking beer while it would well up custard-colored in the dusk- 
roughened surface of her nipples and leave her. Bread, dress, death, baby:  
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what I’m not supposed to put in the poem I want in the poem. My mother  
left the table to nurse. The same table, all gloss and miles long, where I’d later  
 
sit, heart shuddering the way a horse reflexively shudders its own skin  
rippling quick to rid a fly, as I learned not to talk. Not there. Elsewhere  
 
the house swam in its own sweet darkness, soon the happening of my hands 
in the hot soapy water would let my mind get back to work building itself. 

 
How I knew I was loved: I could think.  
 
 
 
 
 

III.  
 
But I needed more than that. More than my mind.  
When she was dying, the bathtub turned tabernacle,  
comfort’s last dwelling place on earth—I’d turn the tap 
on all the way, warming up the cold porcelain, then 
dial it back, testing with my wrist. I knew the temperature 
 
she liked, the level of water that was right. I folded 
washcloths that I’d submerge, wring out, and drape  
over her shoulders, neck, until she sighed with pleasure.  
I struck a match, lit the candles, felt as much a priest 
as anything I’d ever seen in church. I carried her in— 
 
she held herself down in the water while I 
knelt beside the cracked bathtub to fan my hands 
back and forth through the water, gently sending 
wet warm movement across the ridged landscape  
of where my mother’s breasts had been. By then,  
 
she was so light, her shin-bones pipes, she had  
to remind herself she had a body so as not to float 
uselessly. The air hungered for her. She hinged her spine 
to gravity, willed her hips down while her hands gripped  
the soap-slick sides of the tub. Without knowing it then,  
 
I memorized the gnarled hardened topography  
of her years-old loss, first the left, then the right,  
scars silvering to pink. There, on my knees, 
I learned survival could not be had by thought.  
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IV.  
 
A breast is a breast is a breast is a— 
A breast cut off is no longer a breast.  
Here, I want to write  
 
about the secret life of my mother’s breasts.  
How they were a way for her to have what she wanted— 
beer in the cold-clouded glass, time away  
 
from the table, the babies in her bed 
as long as they were nursing. A way for her to have  
what she wanted without saying  
 
this is what I want.  
 
 
 
V.  
 
The first time I took off my clothes 
in front of a man, we stood in a meadow,  
long sere grasses holding their seeds in their hands,  
and I unhooked & let lace fall and he said, you are— 
 
beautiful and I laughed out loud at the sheer good weight 
of Sierra sun on the blue veins that map my breasts,  
the veins I love, the breasts, the breasts I never needed  
someone to love before I could love them—part of the poem, too,  
 
the joy of saying with my whole body, this is what I want.  
The risen bread, the gates of the body flung wide open, the baby  
learning to trust that what she loved would hold her up. Listen:  
my mother was dying. She is not dying anymore.  
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THE FIRST PAP SMEAR          
 
I want to write a poem for the ugly, un-decorative phrase  
that saves a life. For the infinitesimal vibrato of my freckled thighs,  
 
butterflied, stuttering against the paper-covered hyperborean  
expanse of the examination table. For the nurse, in her Danskos 
 
and salmon-colored scrubs, who knocked the tray bristling with clean  
metallic edges by mistake, staccato of sterilized instruments clattering  
 
against each other’s stainless shine, surprise of sound sending me scissoring 
right out of my stirrups, jack-rabbit lurch of anticipatory pain—Oh sweetheart  
 
the nurse said no need for that, I’ll let you know before I begin. We’re not  
in the business of gynecological surprises. Her hands steered my heels 
 
back into their waiting gates. I want to write a poem for the newborn 
woman I was then, and her first sweet-sharp thought of sacrilege:   
 
it seems that was the business God was in. Mary, Sarah, Eve,  
Elizabeth—the divine mediated through the uterus. God says, again,  
 
I’ll make her body more than you can comprehend. This is how  
you’ll know I am what I say. History: the bodies of women tabula rasa  
 
for the careless ink of prophecy. In the micrographs, cervical cells,  
washed in fluorescence—turquoise, purple, pink—appear as stained  
 
glass. Or else bright trash, blown across the screen, haphazard, plastic 
bags dyed like Easter, sheltering some secret heart in their rumpled 
 
artificial extravagance. At home, after, scrolling through the micrographs, 
I learn that Pap is not what I thought it was—not of the body, either  
 
what is being smeared or what is found there, the body’s refuse or  
its threat—Pap stands for Georgios Papanikolaou, the scientist who  
 
invented the test by accident, while he was looking for proof 
of something else. I want to write a poem for his pamphlet, Diagnosis  
 
of Uterine Cancer by the Vaginal Smear, published in 1943, and for every 
lab tech who has bent, heron-like, over a microscope since then,  
 
their holy, daily, clocked-in work, the body’s hiddenness carried out 
into the lab-light and there read carefully and comprehended.  
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APOPHATIC GHAZAL 
 
I have written this poem and made it sound worse than it was. Then better.  
I have put in a gun. I have written it out again. I have made myself say no  
 
when I didn’t. I have tried to write why I didn’t say no when I could have. 
I have tried to explain the back of my neck, that feeling, when you know 
 
something bad is about to happen, that animal revolt. Once, I felt a rattlesnake.  
I mean I felt before I saw. I mean my body told me. But back to that night. No 
 
other way it could have gone, or so it seems now. It seemed different then.  
The restaurant, white tablecloth, rack of lamb, quiet loud as velvet, no  
 
prices on the menu. His house just down the street. I went there with him.  
Which is what I’m supposed to say now, the thing I did that I should not  
 
have done. Only when he closed the door behind us, my body spoke.  
Reminding me of—what? The back of my neck. Not 
 
here, I told my body, meaning, wait till I’m alone to talk like that.  
And it listened. Years of attrition trained my body to wait, to stop, no  
 
argument. I stayed in my chair. I never said the secret. His tongue was a fish.  
His tongue was a fish in my mouth, heavy wet muscle. I said nothing 
 
when he splashed whiskey into the crystal glass. That’s my father, he said.  
Pointing. On the wall, old gold frames, photographs, the flag, I said nothing  
 
although I knew the face from the newspaper I said nothing. I thought.  
The door (oak) locked. The walls (stone) thick. My throat was taught not  
 
to shout in a quiet place, and when it was time, I found it could not.  
Would not. Later, I had to forgive my throat. What you think happened did not 
 
happen. Instead, a sound, a shot, a car backfiring.  
He looked up. I fought to my feet, the floor, the door. I never said no 
 
but my whole body meant it. He could hear the sound outside but not  
my body. Never said no. There is the law. And then there is something better.  
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POSTERITY:  
A COMMONPLACE BOOK 
 
       It is no use regretting what has passed  
       but I do fancy that if I had come,  
       I could have induced her  —even  
       though they had all felt angry with me  
       at first—  to do what was so 
       absolutely necessary for her very life.  
 

        - Elizabeth Gaskell on   
        the death of Charlotte Brontë 

 
The words above shimmered for me at twenty-one.  
Reading in the green-gold gaze of the library lamps,  
I encountered women as mothers, lovers, wives,  
sometimes writers—never what I was mostly then:  
sister, friend. If I had come, I could have       — 
this Elizabeth knows her power, loves her friend. What 
we know: Charlotte, newly married, pregnant, could not  
eat. Nor keep on the little weight she had. Her death wrote itself 
as her body spun new bones. As her body wove another brain  
that could know words one day. We know: marriage terrified 
her. Finally, the relenting. She laid away her name in paper.  
Honeymoon in Scotland: cold moon, rain moon. She wore 
her sisters’ hair braided in a locket at her throat. So close  
the color, she could no longer tell Emily from Anne. Charlotte,  
last surviving citizen of the country of their childhood— 
Charlotte, on her honeymoon, gathered ferns. She pressed them 
between pages. Ferns, maidenhair, named for their intricate 
curlings, demure seeds, a taste for the dark and wet: Victorian 
collecting craze. The erotics of root and leaf become empire,  
classifiable, known and so owned. When she wasn’t labeling  
ferns, drying them brittle between archival pages in her memory 
book, Charlotte wrote her friend Elizabeth. Midwife of words 
and daughters, Elizabeth ministered Manchester’s suffering,  
many women many-children’ed and unable to escape 
the maze of subsistence, living coal scuttle to coal scuttle.  
If I had come, I could have    — 
We don’t know what she meant. And yet. And yet. Slip 
beneath the clouded water of the past, try on that garment.  
Imagine that Elizabeth knew the herb. Knew the psalm 
that would spell life (when life meant death. Which  
it does). Angelica, evening primrose, pennyroyal, the bark 
of cotton root…gathered, capsulled, tinctured, labeled, known— 
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        I had seen birth and death,  
        but had thought they were different.  
 
 
Charlotte Bronte’s wedding dress, an antique  
purple color I have not seen anywhere else— 
pleats rifle-thin, neat as paper. She stood a foot  
shorter than me at twelve. Her dress crackles  
in its glass case. I look at it, cannot look away— 
 
 

What are pleats for?  
To expand. Accommodate. To hide.  

To iron (water hissing cat-like, that clean scent 
of hot cotton, of hours passing by). 

 
 
 
I am one of many children, from a mother 
who is one of many children, and so it goes,  
back and back— 
 
this is how we domesticate the past.  

 
I meant to write about death,  

only life came breaking in as usual. 
 
 
When Julia called and said, come, I went. When 
we were girls, we played seals at Cedar Lake— 
 
   swam out to the floating, splintered 
  raft in the middle of the lake and pulled ourselves up to lie on the creaking wood.  
    Our skinned knees, funny-shaped as spring apples.  
   Our sun-bleached many-summered hand-me-down suits: 
     faded rainbows, stretched-out stars.  
  Lake water soaked the wood with our shapes. The backs of our thighs baked.  
   We closed our eyes. No sound but the wind moving  
    clouds across the sky, a fish jumping silver-side-up  
     now and then. Our hair, dripping. The raft tethered 
    by a long rope to some concrete poured in the lakebed long ago— 
      the rope slimy now, slick with lake-life,   
   moving gently as the water. On the raft, our eyes shut, we listened 
     for each other’s bodies. When we thought the other had slid 
    off and begun swimming silent toward shore, we laid chase— 
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We have not played that game for years.  
A part of me, still, is always tuned to her,  
 
wherever she is, my oldest friend.  
You taught me to myself, she said once.  
 
We learned how to be who we are through 
the friendship of women. When Julia called,  
 
I thought she might call. When she said, come,  
I went.    

(We both know the moment, in the middle  
 

of the lake, when you think the cold could 
drag you down, when breath becomes hard— 

 
the immensity of water suddenly numbing  
the mind with pain like a tongue stuck to ice, 

 
and trembling—) 

 
I drove for hours and walked in her door. She  
was lying in her bed, in all her clothes, and I  
 
lay down beside her.  

 
THE LIFE OF CHARLOTTE BRONTË 

 
A characteristic incident / Isolated country houses /  

The ‘arvills’, or funeral feasts / Church- 
Riots /  Charlotte’s taste for Art / Charlotte’s  

mental tendencies and home duties / 
A strange occurrence at the Parsonage / Charlotte 

returns home to instruct her sisters / Books / On the choice  
of books / On dancing / The sisters home on winter evenings/ 

First proposal / Death of Branwell / Symptoms of illness  
in Anne / A second proposal /  Charlotte commences  
her first story / Charlotte’s sentiments on marriage /  

Emily and her dog Keeper / Charlotte’s idea of a heroine / Her 
attachment to home / Domestic anxieties / 

Illness and death of Emily / Severe illness and death and last 
verses of Anne / Winter / Winter / Retrospect of winter / 

Letter to Mrs.  Gaskell on writing fiction, etc. / Charlotte 
prepares for marriage / Charlotte marries / New symptoms  

of illness, and their cause / An alarming change / Her death 
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     I am seeking to rescue the poor stockinger,  
       

the Luddite cropper,  
 

      the obsolete hand-loom weaver, the utopian artisan,   
 
      even the deluded follower of Joanna Southcott— 
 
     from the enormous condescension of posterity. 
 
 
 
When Julia and I were too old for seals,  
we played Bronte. We wore aprons for dresses 
and practiced sealing letters with candle wax  
softened to thick water with a Zippo purloined 
from one of my brothers. We took turns French- 
braiding and watching each other die. Emily 
was the only one who didn’t have to watch her 
sisters suffer or know that they would be alone.  
Charlotte had to do it twice. She died without her 
sisters, without her friend. If I had come, I could have— 
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GOD-WASHED 
 
in the field where the fawn, hidden in her skin,  
twitched—so close to me, so unseen till then,  
that I could have stepped on her, hiding her again,  
my scent scrawled over hers. Her scent, writ discipline 
of belonging, draws a map for the doe to find her way  
back. The scent loud as a call to the mother, and as felt  
as a tongue’s long pull on the udder’s dusk-velvet— 
a language I cannot speak or even hear. Someday,  
I’ll believe—all I have ever believed. The fawn  
keeps the bell of her ear tuned to where the mother  
went. There it shivers taut in air, waiting tethered  
to be struck. Vessel made to be filled by the sound 
of return—       the fawn does not stir.  
Does not need to believe in anything but hunger. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 56 

THE MARRIAGE BED  
 
for Julia  
 
We dragged our beds & pushed them together on the porch 
that first summer we lived & worked in the woods,  
& slept there under heavy blankets beneath the cedar trees 
in the cold high Sierra nights & laughing, called it the marriage bed— 
 
sometimes stumbling to bed happy & drunk from the bonfires  
we lit by the river, the fires where you sang  
this is my body, take and destroy it, if you please 
while we were learning something different—& because  
 
we walked home through the meadow, there were seeds  
in the seams of our jeans, which we shimmied out of to sleep— 
too tired to take off our shirts & bras & when we woke  
our bare legs were cold & sometimes I’d find your hand  
 
in my hair, which was long then—our jeans an alphabet  
on the floorboards, dirty tangled language of the days where 
we were learning how to be real & hungry, how to eat  
the nights, we’d sneak into the restaurant where we waited tables  
 
& raid the walk-in fridge, shaking cinnamon-sugar over sour- 
dough toast shining with butter, burnt crusts brittle, smoky  
from the broken toaster, somehow that bite between my back teeth 
always exact & what I wanted—we ate on the line, barefoot,  
 
sitting on the counter swinging our legs, holding tomatoes  
like apples up to our mouths, taking big cartoon bites, quiver-silk  
of seeds slaking down our wrists all held yellow in liquid space,  
next the avocadoes I ate with so much flaked salt you said  
 
I’d die overnight from thirst & so I drank long draughts  
of cold creek water from a jar & listen: there was always  
dirt in it & listen: I didn’t care, there was also mint  
& that whole summer I never felt thirsty, we were always  
 
standing on hot rocks high over the American River &  
holding hands & saying okay & jumping into muscled water  
& sometimes we stood so still in the riverbed  
that fish swam iridescent into us, tracing our ankles  
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silver—that summer we learned to walk in the dark  
without a light, our muscles were quick & strong & female 
& always slightly flexed & we slept in the marriage bed,  
where a part of me, still, is always resting—& years after,  
 
you wrote to me, you were the first woman I had ever wanted  
to be & with that bed we made an enormous space  
for each other into which we will always be rising— 
yours the only other body I know as well as my mother’s— 
 
the bodies of the women that make me ready for my life.  
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NOT HERE  
 
When I’m wild enough,  
I don’t need a thing.  
 
In winter, I can’t believe that. It’s no longer true.  
My lips crack. Thirst lives everywhere on me. And the snowflakes,  
circling dizzily down, don’t know where to land.  
 
You’re going to need a certain kind of man,  
my father says. Cold pressing against the panes, we sit still  
in our separate chairs. Chandelier light casts a perfect circle. It never spreads,  
spills—it stays where it lands, a discrete light. This family knows so well  
 
where scarcity and safety intersect. Me, I walk around  
using things up like I can prove abundance. Dark cold water  
weighs down on me, what my father says belongs inside, the frozen pond  
is made of mud like silk and a cattail moon. I kick up hard to the vanishing point  
of light I can only feel. Where is the world I can live in?  
 
And the frogs, blind wet hearts in the beating earth, sing,  
Not here, not here.  
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ANNE           
 
She wore a red quilted jacket like a Tibetan monk  
and followed her husbands through mines— 
 
or that’s what she would say, her hand round my arm,  
thin grasping bones under loose flesh 
like a crow’s. Like a bird chosen by myth 
 
to tell the truth roughly. Her eyes,  
a particular blue. Blue like coins worn down  
by other coins, notched-rims smooth. Blue like old gingham, 
cowboy shirts river-washed against copper, worn through 
 
to threads. When she dies, she wants coins on her eyes,  
you write to me. But he doesn’t want us to.  
 
* 
 
The women  
I have been born through 
carry pasts  
 
that can’t ever be mine:  
gingham and dust, Mormon tea, shotgun  
shells, vows, sons: 
 
a West I cannot go back to.  
 
Raw—livid with cancer—she says,  
 
it’s gone. Over and over. Her breath,  
at the end, not breath  
 
but No.   
 
* 
 
A breast cut off is no longer a breast.  
Or is it? In the mornings in the shower at the gym,  
I soap my arms, my breasts, I ask my body questions.  
Diviner, find the dark water, teach me  
incarnation. My body leaves me 
every day. A breast cut from a body, cut from life,  
leaves a space, becomes nothing. Right? After  
the last surgery, I asked to see it— 
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* 
 
—but really I wanted to hold it. In my hands.   
To feel the gravity of real risk.   
 
I think of children and of milk and can’t imagine either.  
First, I want to happen. But what I want doesn’t matter— 
 
one by one, the bodies of the women that I love  
are becoming boats, bringing me back to where they are.   
 
* 
 
On not the last night, but one of the last— 
the last I was there— 
 
she asks what I mean when I talk about mystics.  
 
I stumble, say, women who went to the desert,  
the dry parts, the red parts— 
 

and not necessarily the actual desert— 
 
women who look past the point of looking.  

The way a bird of prey will look 
 
at you until you look inside yourself.  
 
Oh, we’re not birds anymore, she says— 
 
I wait for her to tell me who we are now— 
but the pain comes back and she’s gone again. I’m   
 
working here, she snaps—fevered—almost loving— 
the next time she wakes to me, all my blankness and my pen.  
 
*  
 
Almost loving.  
Love past love.  
Love without love.  
Mary mother of cracking from dry lips,   
 
and I won’t pray. My eyes are open.  
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I am moving stacks of wool blankets,  
impatient. Tomorrow,  
I am leaving.  
 
My breasts on my body.  
 
* 
 
When her sister Jeannie died, my grandmother 
cut off her hair. She crushed mint, gin and ice 
in a glass and drank every night.  
 
For the first time, sense of an edge.   
I turned away as she showed me  
how to take the boat that comes for you.  
 
*  
 
Her California, not our California.  
She made sure we knew.  
 
Afterward, you found a dowser’s stick  
hanging inside a silk slip in her closet.  
 
DO NOT TOUCH, a luggage tag said.  
 
* 
 
Today, you are washing her body. You are  
taking care. In the Mormon Church, they say,  
I love mortality, but you won’t cut your hair for grief— 
the other side of it. You place the coins. You take the dowser’s stick 
and hang it over your bed. By the time I come back for the burial,  
the stick belongs there.  
 
* 
 
Coins / gingham / gin / breast / birds / blankets / stick and pen  
 
* 
 
Diviner, what’s divine here?  
I am asking with our lives. 
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BUT FOR I AM A WOMAN  
SHOULD I THEREFORE LIVE  

THAT I SHOULD NOT TELL OF THE GOODNESS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 63 

 
 

Preface 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Julian of Norwich was a mystic and anchorite, 
who spent the last half of her life in a small room 
attached to St. Julian’s Church of Norwich, 
England. She was born in 1342 and died around 
1416. In her anchorage, Julian wrote her book, 
Revelations of Divine Love.  
 
She was the first woman to write a book in the 
English language. 
 
Most of what we know about her comes from her 
writing. During her lifetime, Norwich endured 
devastating plague. Some scholars speculate that 
Julian married and had children as a young 
woman before losing her family to plague. 
Perhaps that loss influenced her choice to 
become an anchoress. Regardless, her theology 
centers on questions of suffering and love, 
placing both squarely in the realm of everyday 
life. 
 
Her decision to write in English instead of Latin, 
the mandated theological language at the time, 
demonstrates her devotion to theology of  the 
everyday. English was the language of intimacy, 
of ordinary life: it was the language people used 
to speak to each other, the language they could 
read, if they could read. Julian’s choice to write 
about theology in English was revolutionary, 
signaling her audience and priorities as a 
theologian.  
 
It would have placed her life in danger. 
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The Anchor-hold 
 
There is an anchoress. There is a horn  
whose song is ink (rainwater, crushed 
oak apples, old iron nail for age). An anchoress.  
A writing desk. A woman declared dead 
for her life’s last half— 
 

a woman who had herself  
declared dead  so she could write.  

Ceremony : the Bishop 
 walked her to her grave and pointed. The grave, soft mouth  
 
of ground, beneath the window of the room  

where she would live. Enclosure. Anchored to a space without a door— 
 
   only windows— 
    they built her in. The sound. Of each limestone moment  
stacking up upon the last. Inside, she watched the hands of men  
 
      wrestle in each brick, wrists  
 rotating stone to find the slot, the right-well fit. Dust ground up  
  between the teeth of each Caen stone filled knuckled cracks in skin.  
 
   What was the sound of the last stone as it was chiseled in?  
 
  Cloud-roar cross high skies. A mare’s huffed maternal breath.  
   Field of grain-heads, moving for once in one direction— 
 
      What was the sound after?  
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The Wait  
 

I spent half my girlhood pruning myself in the cracked bathtub, its tap 
ringed in copper rust, my back pressed against the porcelain as I turned 

crackled pages in The Lives of Saints for Girls 
 

—alonest way to be alone— 
  
  locked door, swimming in water, words, and other 

lives. All the saints were dead, so I believed  
   when you died, you were a saint— 
 

easy. Each girl a wet saint waiting in her bathtub 
to be made. I didn’t want to die. I read the book to consider 

 my escape. I took baths to plan— 
 
      what would I do if they came for me?  
       
    In church, kneeling, how it seemed 

they tried to teach us how to die.  
To bring the self closer and  

 
closer to the ground.  

Now all the way down.  
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Beneath the window of the room where she would live 
 
The grave, yes & honeysuckle.  

Brief sweetness so drenched 
 
in world (& dailiness,  

casual splash of the chamber pot) 
 
that she was glad  

to have the vine in reach:  
 
reminder of sugar  

& childing, & later  
 
the years of bearing  

what she had been:  
 
matrescence. &  

its ending, for when  
 
the black wings beat  

down & she wrung out  
 
linen for her children,  

their wilting skin, now  
 
& then she straightened 

up from that dear death 
 
bed & at the kitchen door:   

honeysuckle. So she loved it,  
 
for witnessing what nothing, 

no one else would or could. 
 
& later still, again, its tendrils  

kissed her skirts when she  
 
walked long through fields,  

brambles, from thought  
 
to thought, her mind home  

to God, which made every sense  
 
a form of sight. Thus, every leaf, 

nut, vine, each slow miracle: taste & sound & sign. 
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Matrescence  
 
Become mother, become room, become food, 
become miracle. The heart of each devours  
 
the other’s heart. Hurry—become faster. Barely 
made myself, I knew what they said meant   
 
my body was a door, made for someone else 
to come through. Become sacrament.  
 
The commandments I kept, the ones  
I couldn’t keep—all practice before 
 
this one. Become sacrosanct. In birth, the pain  
is not like other pain. In birth, the pain is purpose- 
 
ful and anticipatory. Anticipate. Become vanishing  
act. Become numb, shaved, cut, split, crazy with pain— 
 
become bare beneath the wide washed 
lights of medicine and angels—become everything 
 
and so nothing, and no one, but a mother, 
a miracle room, a heart in someone else’s mouth.   
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Enclosure  
 
Oh God the sense of  
God, never resting,  
restless when I want  
to leave the chair the  
room my body I  
want not wither thou  
but anywhere else 
than here Not here Not 
I   I want my want 
become hunger God 
said vanishing  (They 
said God said)  so why 
am I asking to 
be made whole be fed 
be led back to this  
flesh this embattled 
art   the sense of rose-� 
hips water salt meat 
every pleasure  
a pin a hinge bring 
me back in to where  
I am hungry on-  
ly there can I eat  
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The Body’s Room  
 
The itch, the hunger 
not to feel hunger— 
 
to do it once and 
for all, whatever 
 
it was. Afflicted 
those long blue Sunday 
 
afternoons, the air  
outside cold, something  
 
inside not quite right— 
something not fitting— 
 
I’ve been made wrong, I  
thought, twelve years old, my  
 
heart elephantine,  
my mind repeating  
 
itself over and  
over, my body  
 
needing and needing— 
is this what people  
 
are, needs and fears 
and the house of loss  
 
built in the chest? Twelve  
years I spent trying 
 
to leave that body 
any way that came 
 
to me. The doors out  
rose up from nothing— 
 
cost nothing—or so  
it seemed then—I left  
 
and left and left. Now,  
such a long way back— 
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The Body’s Next Room  
 
I had to live inside my body  
and sometimes I did not want to.  
 
My body the body  
saw her on the bed,  
 
wracked. Poured warm salt 
water down skin-rivers of her scars 
 
to clean them. Her body the body  
that brought mine through the door 
 
and now mine the body bringing  
hers back. When she was dying,  
 
she said, I’ve never done this before.  
My body the body hearing that.   
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Anchored to a space without a door— 
 

instead, a writing desk— 
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Inventory  
 
How many times, slamming through drawers  
in search of a slotted spoon (a grater, a paring  
 
knife)—how many times did I catch a finger 
in the hurry of hatred. And I loved  
 
that kitchen. But then, at night, every object in it— 
stacked glass bowls, metal sets of measuring cups,  
 
dinner dishes with gold rims, marble rolling  
pins, steak knives sharpened by hunger, the cut 
 
glass, crystal, demitasse, tiny blue jeweled 
bowls for sugar, for salt— 
 
at night, the drawers emptied out, sending 
what they held to bury me in my borrowed bed.  
 
Grave goods for the daughter who came home  
to help with death and found she could only wait,  
 
wiping the counter. Pouring pills into the cupped palm  
of her hand and counting. Nothing to do but clean  
 
the kitchen, braced for a pain that would not come  
until it did, could not be passed through  
 
until it was known, could not be known  
until it came. Even the kitchen, cleaned,  
 
could not stop it. Or hurry it. Or help. I shoved 
my grief inside the cupboards. Oh, the cupboards  
 
bristling with excess, the Sunday tablecloths stacked  
thick and white like cake batter poured from a high place— 
 
they meant ironing. I learned to read the world  
by what work it asked of me. I learned to read death  
 
that way, too. Lying at night under the weight  
of what had been chosen by the woman I loved— 
 
a woman who had thought, this salad bowl,  
these tongs—not the other ones— 
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a woman whose hands put my world into drawers— 
when I shifted in my sleep, her world rattled  
 
and clanked around me, shifting too. I woke  
from dreams about the empty plane of a desk. I woke  
 
to breath pressed out of me by sick trays, skies  
clouded by twisted duvets, their corners embroidered 
 
with the name of which room they belonged to. My ink bled— 
nothing but needled thread, I saw, would stay. After years  
 
of wanting empty cupboards, no second set of anything, I started  
to want everything. Everything. Everything was hers.  
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They built her in the sound  
 
of men. Male prayer, professed, 
the priest turning his back to her 
to face God. Latin, relentless river 
of sound—unknown, it flowed  
 
over, around—made her thirsty 
but she could not sup—she bent  
only to feel it recede. Each bell 
struck in Mass rose up as a rock  
 
in the river, sharp sound-isles, how she  
knew her place was thirst. Made in the shape 
of a girl, listening. Once, in church alone, 
she held her tongue to the foot-worn  
 
stone and liked the taste. Sometimes  
there she heard God speak— 
 
    a language she could have sworn she knew.  
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The Decade 
 
Sound beneath sound. The great-grandmother writing  
the story of her life in the sewing room upstairs— 
 
through her closed door, the typewriter’s stuttering keys  
remind me of the rosary’s cacophony when, ten years old 
 
and joyful bad, I dropped it off the third-floor landing  
to see if a holy thing could break. It could. We found the beads 
 
for weeks. Resined pieces of domesticated rain glimmering  
from the dark thick fur of the bearskin rug, runaway pearls  
 
restrung in the gaps between the floorboards. Out of order,  
each meant nothing—they were only prayer in relation  
 
to the others. Mary had seven joys and seven—on her hands 
and knees, the great-grandmother found the tiny cross beneath  
 
the piano—sorrows, she said, and now who can say which  
is which? I am made from the sound of that woman snapping 
 
thread between her teeth, made from scattered beads I couldn’t keep.  
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The last time she stacked  
 
linen on a wooden shelf. The last time she  
watched the teeth of winter pin the river there for dead. The last time  
she hurled herself into hay to find a golden spine hours later in her hair. The last  
time she left. The last time she went to market, went upstairs, went berrying to be alone.  
The last time— 
 
     she thought, this is the last time.  
 
     Afterwards, she could no longer grasp that way. Around her,  
 
     time changed, became church, river, linen, ladder, hay… 
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The Weight 
 
Those newborn days of grief, when I could not live in days, 
when I could not bear myself. When the lake of an hour 
 
could only be crossed stroke by stroke,  
glassine surface of the water sealing itself up again  
 
behind the body. The other shore could not  
be brought closer by any means but time. Enduring it— 
 
its temperature—cold, then hot with cold, then cold  
again. I was not swimming but drifting somewhere  
 
in the underneath, cold-slip mud and the huge weight 
of the water breathing down. Grasses weaving a loom  
 
through my hair. The fish—overhead and made for this— 
none of them could look at me—their eyes socketed  
 
comfortably up to where the light, spangled, made a music 
in the water. I could have heard, perhaps, if I had wanted to.  
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Inside, she watches her hands  
 
make things. Wool spun between thumb & forefinger, wrapping 
 rosewood needles round unsaid words in air, knitting a baby’s dress, 
   
  the prayer of her thought & the calfskin waiting for it, scraped 
 free of its last remaining velvet trace, made plain, readied  

for the tracks of God— 
 

leftover string dragged through chalk, strung 
     taut above the parchment, snapped fast to leave lines 

behind, faint ladder rungs   
 
   her quill descends— 

calamus mouth, stripped, her new umbilicus, capillaried— 
 
& lined up along the sill of the hagioscope, ink brewed 

from oak gall the town’s children bring her, crushed & 
stirred into recollected rain with a slant-mouthed spoon 
  & a handful of nails— 
 

which, 
submerged, foam brightly with a dangerous-looking rust.  
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Inside, she watches the hands of men 
 
brace against the sill as they kneel at her window.  
They carry questions, fears, or alms, all worn and  
worked to the smoothness of a river stone. They ask  
her what she thinks, ask her to pray. Her prayer’s  
 
changed—no longer something that begins and ends,  
now a structure in her, time’s new measure, constant 
song of breath and blood. She writes it down. She writes— 
her quill ’gainst calfskin, praise. With every page, her  
 
praise leads her further out onto the water. Her book  
a bridge to God writ in her own language, sweet salt- 
stained close-spun language of the everyday, mother 
tongue she was used to holding, now she uses it to say 
 
the things she means, what God has shown her— 
her God that speaks so often in the things around  
her. God’s blood raining from the crown of thorns,  
blood patterned thick as herring scales. A hazelnut 
 
in her palm: even the smallest thing God loves, by loving 
keeps from falling into nothingness. Then her friend 
the friar tells of Matilde of St. Peter’s, dragged outside 
her anchorage and will for teaching as a woman— 
 
brought into the company of others to be less alone 
in thought and deed, to be taught a simpler faith— 
Father, how do I say these things? 
Julian to the priest.    
 
In her palm: the hazelnut.      
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A woman who had herself declared dead   so she could write  
 
When I walk into a room. When I close the door  
behind me. When my words begin to ladder blankness— 
 
when I don’t know where they lead, when the next rung 
seems too far to reach, every sentence taking me away 
 
from her and the life she led. Now, every word I write  
a word I did not write while she lived. A word she did not hear 
 
me speak. Word by word, the years accumulate. My chest  
a drawer slammed shut. But my fingers: keys. I cannot breathe— 
 
but I do. Julian, I turn and turn to you, my yearning for what— 
I can hardly speak it—what stills and stirs inside, begging  
 

only to be borne.  
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Wrestling in each brick, wrists rotating stone to find the right-well fit— 
 
—years later, in her bed of rushes, she’d wake from dreams of it.  
 
The grinding dust, the teeth of stone, the knuckled cracking skin.  
 
How she waited. Breathless. Throat beating like a heart. The blue.  
 
The sky. The side of a man’s face, his ear, his rough. Heaving.  
 
That last stone scraping into place—closing in—she’d die here.  
 
She sank. Sat back on her heels. Her death still waited. She spoke.  
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NOTES ON THE POEMS 
 
“In the Old Gold Rush Graveyard”  
The epigraph is from Ovid’s Metamorphoses, translated by Ted Hughes 
 
“If You Are Tough Enough, Let the Thing You Love Rot” 
The title of this poem is taken from Betsy Wyeth, as quoted in Richard Meryman’s biography of 
Andrew Wyeth.  
 
“At the Museum, I Misheard the Words” 
The museum captions are from the San Francisco Asian Art Museum’s Korean Couture exhibit, 
Winter 2017-2018. The line the nomadic character of things made of threads is from Anni 
Albers’ excellent book On Weaving. 
 
“Posterity: A Commonplace Book” 
The epigraph is taken from The Letters of Mrs. Gaskell. The quote I had seen birth and death, 
but had thought they were different comes from T.S. Eliot’s “Journey of the Magi.” The quote  
I meant to write about death, only life came breaking in as usual comes from the February 17, 
1922 entry in Virginia Woolf’s The Complete Diary. The section “The Life of Charlotte Brontë” 
is excerpted, selected and rearranged from Elizabeth Gaskell’s biography The Life of Charlotte 
Brontë. The lines beginning I am seeking to rescue the poor stockinger…coms from E.O. 
Thompson’s The Making of the English Working Class 
 
“Matrescence” 
The line the heart of each devours the other’s heart is taken from 13th-century poet and mystic 
Hadewijch, in a description of the Eucharist. The word matrescence is an anthropological term 
that names the developmental and psychological process of becoming a mother after giving birth, 
a process that has gone unnamed and unexplored in medicine.   
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JULIAN OF NORWICH: A TIMELINE 
 
1342: Julian is born in Norwich, which was the second most populous city in England at the time 
of her birth, a bustling port and market town. Church liturgy was said in Latin at this time, but 
Julian would have spoken English at home. English, which still lacked hard-set rules of spelling 
and grammar, was the language of the practical everyday, the language of intimacy.  
 
1349: The first round of plague descends on Norwich. More than half of the population is dead 
within the year. The port closed. Bodies decayed in the streets. Church bells sounded for every 
death, until the scale of death made the gesture impossible.  
 
1363: The second round of plague descends on Norwich. Some scholars believe that Julian’s 
potential husband and children died in this plague period.  
 
1373: In May of this year, Julian becomes seriously ill with fever. She can no longer move her 
limbs or leave her bed. Believing she is dying, her family sends for the priest to administer last 
rites. Julian is still alive days later—she asks for the priest again, and when he comes she 
experiences her visions, never taking her eyes from the cross on the wall.  
 
ca. 1380s: Julian is sealed to the anchor-hold at St. Julian’s Church.   
 
1413: The first known copy of the short text of Revelations of Divine Love is circulated.  
 
1414: Margery Kempe travels to Julian’s anchorage; the two women meet and speak. Margery 
Kempe’s The Book of Margery Kempe, completed in 1938, will be the first autobiography 
written by a woman in the English language.  
 
1416: Julian dies.  
 
1670: First printed version of the long version of Revelations of Divine Love is edited and 
released.  
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