FOREMOTHERS

My mother is a question mark
divorced from a bolt of lightning

Her mother, a stereo covering
the chime of an antique clock

Her mother was the first funeral
at the edge of a black ocean

Hers, an inclement fog
hanging over the dinner table

Every aunt I have wears sacrifice
like sackcloth, always for a man

There is no end to the rope
that binds my life to theirs

My mother is a sauce pot
simmering then boiling over

One of us pushes a stone uphill;
the next prepares to run from it



PYRE WOMAN KNEELING
After Kiki Smith

A pyre has been stacked, has not yet been lit, each log chopped to
its most brutal proportions. There stands a roughshod pyramid that
could, in an instant, douse its only occupant in fire: the woman who
kneels atop the wooden skirt with arms prepared to embrace her
crowd of onlookers. She stares into the horizon with blank eyes. Her
face points defiantly outward. Her mouth closed long ago. I do not
know of what she has been indicted, or perhaps merely accused—no
difference once the suspicion had passed between all who'd known
her, and the judgment had been delivered without her knowledge or
remark. And I cannot tell you what will finally happen to her, because
we each in turn are holding the matchbook that could end her life.
I wish it were possible that none of us would harm her, kneeling
and open as she is in these, her final violet hours, her bare chest laid
vulnerable to all who walk by her on the precipice of penance. It
would take so little for our roles to reverse, even less for us both to
end up in flames, for any woman to become the one who starts the
fire or the one who is consumed in it. The condemned inhabit every
corner of this earth; many will be killed for it.
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ZUIHITSU ON ATLANTIS

Tell me who you were before you became this. Already I'm tired of
walking this island, how it begs to go under, tide lapping at the shore.
Told to follow, I don’t ask where I’ll be led. Look, you say, and, Listen
to me: This is all the time we’ll have.

Beneath the cliffside is the sea. For us, a trail of glass and brown
stones: Who are we without trouble at our feet? I want only spaces
you don’t belong in, a parting of the ways, a pause in these broad hills
we're crossing, one hilltop on which we may rest.

You, a white wall bleached brilliant in the sun, a roof the blue of an
iris, you are who I can’t shake. Some lessons, some beliefs we accept
before we understand them. Like Atlantis, I feel almost certain there
is no God except what we share between us, no island or love but that
which we can’t forget.

Birds in the soft grasses, one golden song. You on a restaurant balcony
and never again. We're no different here, with such distance from our
homes: Your mind at ease is a fire all are warmed by, a light that fills
every room; alone with me, you can’t stop yourself from weeping. /z
gets easier, you tell me. It hurts less each time, you just need to practice.

Bit by bit I've learned to know doubt as it takes root. Sometimes not
until it grows, sometimes into an olive tree struggling in the wind.
There is no other option but to continue walking. We can never admit
what we think of each other.

Church bells in the air. My shoes in my hands. A last breath before
the sun sets over the island, what parts of it survive. Together, our
eyes drift toward the next city, its electric lights billowing through the
dust. No, I say, I can never do this again.
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THE DREAM

An erasure after Qiu Miaojin

One
morning I was dreaming about you and I suddenly woke up

the way I had

loved you

I couldn’t grasp it. I frightened myself
What frightened me wasn’t the lure of lust but of leaving you

taking leave of your life  disappearing forever  a kind of eternal
self-cancellation you could never find me again
this question of escaping
will be the cause of my death.
I am frightened that I'll die, and die again, from it
our relationship could

kill me
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RESTORATIVE JUSTICE

Every day now spent working behind gates
and barbed wire. Men and women line up,
trusting me with their histories and the life
each sacrificed to mend the harm already done.

There is never a satisfying replacement
to soothe another’s loss. Nothing prepares you
to sit with someone who grieves their own life.

I am consistently disappointed in my insufficient responses.
I admit, I find violence unspeakable. I cower

merely at the mention of a raised hand, have never

raised mine, have never fought back.

Now do you see what my life has cost me? My protection
ends in my skin. At twenty-two I laid myself in the road
and waited, without flinching, for the cars to arrive.

And still, I did not die. Years later, my life began
clumsily again. We live in the shadow of high walls,

a lone watchtower signaling the way out of encroaching
danger. We bring so much pain to each other; no one

is only the damage they’ve wreaked. I am tired
of believing I will never be better. But I cannot believe
those who have harmed me wouldn’t do it again.





