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For Mom

As women connected to the earth, we are nurturing and we are fierce, we are wicked and
we are sublime. The full range is ours. We hold the moon in our bellies and fire in our
hearts. We bleed. We give milk. We are the mothers of first words. These words grow.
They are our children. They are our stories and our poems.

Terry Tempest Williams, An Unspoken Hunger
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Foreword

Women writers from Sylvia Plath to Terry Tempest Williams to Tori Amos have
described the poetry and stories they create as their children. Creating poetry is an
organic, natural process and the result, the living fruit of our labors, is always intimately
connected to its creator.  If it fails, stops short of fulfilling its purpose, we are
disappointed, our pride bruised, our abilities as mothers questioned. We did not nurture
this one enough and its heart stopped before it ever opened its eyes; a stillborn, as Plath
says. Or we may say that this one somehow has that intangible breath blown into it and
stands on its own, alive. We work on them as much as we can and then let them go,
hoping for them to walk on two legs.

In writing this collection of poems, my role as mother to my words never left my
mind. Indeed, the revision process was much like getting a two-year-old to eat cooked
carrots. Switch two stanzas here to trick them into flowing together, squeeze words into
a line that won’t budge its lips, trash this line altogether, recede from the highchair for a
moment, and gather strength for the next ingenious attempt. It is all improvisation,
stabbing at the unlikely. Whatever works. Perhaps this doesn’t sound too professional,
but this project has taught me that the materials for writing are quite alive, often stubborn
and difficult, thus requiring a creative and serendipitous approach to nurture them into
proper poems.

In the first section, “Mapping,” 1 wanted to address the difficulties my own
mother faced in her battle with breast cancer. The first person voice in this section is not
necessarily intended to be my mother, but a woman in her position, struggling with a way

to articulate her disease. During the last couple years, a great number of the poems or






In the second section, “Moons in our Bellies,” I explore more fully the
connections between the female body, spirit, memory, and the earth. I quote Williams
again at the beginning, as her influence persisted through the writing of these poems as
well, and in particular, the poems “Artemis” and “Nocturnal Contact.” 1 also found
inspiration in the poetry and prose of Canadian author Anne Michaels, especially her
comparisons between human memory and the geologic structure of the earth.
“Uniformitarianism,” “Bog City,” and “The Extraction of an Arrowhead” all deal with
“reading” the earth and similar ideas sparked by Michaels. I relate to the childlike
curiosity and love of the natural world held by the Canadian painter Emily Carr, and this
simple admiration of the natural world shows through in “Invisible World,” “Sauna,” and
of course “Emily’s Screamers.” In this section I celebrate the kind of small,
observational eye that can recognize and appreciate our connections to the natural world;
a spider weaving a web in your lap, deer in the dark, the mourning of forests, the desire
inherent in water’s unending movements.

Ideas of storytelling, story-listening, and re-telling surface frequently throughout
this collection. Absorbing stories, like taking in water, refreshes and cleanses us. Tim
O’Brien, who wrote mostly of Vietnam, said that “telling stories seemed a natural,
inevitable process, like clearing the throat,” or like giving birth. O’Brien also said “a true
war story, if truly told, makes the stomach believe.” I think that any good writing will
make the body believe. Your mouth can take in the sounds of a poem like a foreign food;
move them around with the tongue. They tiptoe or stomp across your eardrum, move
liquidly or unexpectedly vibrant before your eyes. You may feel it everywhere, or in

surprising places you never thought had anything to do with reading. And the muse for






Mapping

the silence of trees
the silence of women

if they could speak
an unconditioned language
what would they say?

the sins of the mothers. hating our bodies as if they had betrayed us. but the
words for our bodies betrayed us in the very language we learned at school.
handed down from friend to friend, sister to sister, mother to daughter. hand-me-
downs, too small for what i really felt.

Daphne Marlatt, Ana Historic






Motorboats with their own clicking and squawking
answer her fears, oscillate across her thick celluloid skin,
vibrate in her like the chemical rivers

pressing through my own veins

under the pretense of healing.

She is stuck in this net of machinery too,

lasers carving shapes in our breasts.

Our bodies blossoming with mouths
that speak a vulgar language of loss.

I am grateful, at least, to sit quietly
in the softest of his toys,
moving anciently with wind.

*

I sit in a breezy gown the chalk blue

of a drowned face.

Thirsty in the liquid glare of the pre-op room,
and not a drop to drink.

The dull landscapes of jigsaw puzzles

build themselves out of shattered glass

and crab claws. The pink of one chrysanthemum
indistinguishable from all others,

a node grooving into a cove,

homogenous lemon grass and camouflage fence.
Outlets and inlets form continents

and the image congregates

as we slowly turn to belief.

Nervous fingers create them

ten minutes at a time, each piece

anxious to feel complete.

*

He calls from his cell

to tell me about the beached whale.

Do you want to walk down to the bay and see it?
The cause of death was malnutrition

according to the newscast.

Perhaps, I seconded, plankton

filter-feeding toxic waters.

My own face in the morning mirror

in overcast dimness,
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Disintegration of fin, skin, tail, heart, breast
into bare elements, stark architecture of body.
A fine map sketched by scars over my skin
is the map of the ocean floor.
This foreign man in his own machine-netted skin, transparent,
braces his ribs against the shore, unable to swim.
The whale and the woman opaque with our sicknesses
and our anticipation. We are everywhere,

uncharted, exploding like larvae
within the sea, a body whose arms dissolve our deaths.

13






I tell her the holes,

and so my scars,

form an elongated pear, a peanut shell,
a cat’s paw print in relief.
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Left bare, grasping at whatever, loose notes, frozen leaves.
How would the bear survive winter in a body like mine,
leaving the cave mid-freeze?

Wasted too fast and ready to be filled,
in a body that mistakes her dying for rebirth.
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Invisible World

As I lie in grass,
knees up soles pressed
to earth, an unnoticed spider

tethers from knee to knee
the small, strong threads
of her invisible world.

My usual footsteps are falling
bricks spitting thin wisps
in fluted glass. The heaving

of my brain-bags and water-logged
physiology sends shock waves
through a spider’s reticence.

I am big with excess, swollen
to useless.
I break all surfaces I tread on,

I am earthquake, mudslide,
careless creator,
ungrateful destroyer.

Stumbling web wrecker.
Rebuilding, rebuilding,
a spider’s persistence.

When I am finally still,
the spider is relieved,
I am briefly redeemed.

She makes use of me
(of anything still or
with roots)

mistakes my limbs

for those of alderwood
or salmonberry,
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Time Zones of a Rare Place

I sit in the locks among boats

that sink and rise at whims of engineers.
Water split salt from fresh,

hydrogen from oxygen, mathematical miracles.

Salmon churn before fish ladders

leaping from gray water like glistening spits of metal.
I can make out head, fin, tail,

or only flashes of light and sound,

stars that move in the far corners of vision.

Blue herons plentiful as gulls burn holes in daylight.

The solitary flock, long necks pump esses,

blue wings broad as scarves knotted around the necks of children
who imagine they are superheroes.

Low tide offers picnics to grebes and ducks,

abandons the naked legs of docks

that jut out comically into midair,

the wet earth thirty feet below the swimmer’s or fisherman’s ledge.

Like the oil lantern leveling itself

against the list of the boat,

I lean into swells just to feel upright,

terrestrial gravity held like mercury in the stomach.

The ocean tells my time away from home,
each wave a lapping second
between the dryness at dawn and the floods of noon.

I rock with the ocean so long my body holds its rhythms
like speech absorbing the accent of a foreign place.
Later, at home, living by a foreign clock,

every sight is a teetering horizon,

every sound a loose clip tinking against the mast.

Even in sleep I am buoyant,
a creature of land with a sea inside my dreams.

25






Bog City

The lights of Las Vegas outshine stars into madness.

You stand within its tremoring chambers, keep drunk enough to feel sane.
Geology lessons in your brain:

laws of stratification, subduction, tension,

erosion of finest particles.

Igneous, sedimentary, and metamorphic rocks cycling like angels around the moon.

You think this city has no place in this desert.

You entered the city from the Grand Canyon where you ran fingers
through centuries, dusted yourself with timeless debris

until your eyes watered and carved canyons down your face.

You held old tools in your hand, trembling at the thought of its perfect use
in a past culture, an iconic emblem branded onto your soul,

ravenous to know them.

You fantasized of ice, it’s capacity to preserve even the soft tissue.

You think it has the potential to store spirits,

although you are hesitant to share this with your scientist friends.

You were a god, aching with evolution’s ecstasy among the living dead.
You were spectrum of time and position,
stretched palm to sole around all existence.

You entered the city hoping for meadows, as the name deceives,
the meadows, soft loam and tall grasses and wildflowers
feathered and delicate as sunlight.

Now you squat upon a snag,

an angry burn on the landscape from a cigarette

dropped by the same careless, yellow fingers that toss sphinxes in American sand.
A mad chemist colliding cultures like elements

with unknown properties, braced for an explosion.

One hungry eye in the sphinx’s forehead, a portal to gods and security cameras,
glowers toward crowded streets of strangers, glittering and naked.

In this precarious state of here-and-now, life begins anew

every half-hour in chapels with speakers in the ceilings,

removable walls, a lobby desk where beings like you are ritually anointed
with free champagne. Screaming organs, needle stuck

in the same shallow groove as bride after bride swoops

in fantastic flair down carpet, savoring

the twenty-three minutes that are hers alone.
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Every building that has ever sunk into sand

tattles on our love of pirates and kings, castles and pyramids and MGM Grands.
You think, feeling humble and irreparably human again,

that we should have stopped at the lodge-like tourist center at the Grand Canyon.
Permanent as bone, real as continents, this is how they will know who we were,
as a man in ice is known in a warmer time by the tools on his body.

And the pesky foul soul he was sure would vanish at his death

is found, preserved according to the laws of a phenomenon

with many syllables and triple vowel instances

that was named after you. And it would scream its honest causes.

This city is an offense to all laws you cherish,

your worship of pattern and explanation.

Exceptions always shatter your hard belief, bit by bit.

You like that all artifacts have a use, specific and essential.

You hope your theory is wrong; that perhaps, when the flabbiness corrodes,
it will be better. The sparse deception will paint us brighter;

the silly legacy we leave behind

will send the next Darwinian fittest spiraling off dizzy into a new era.
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Sauna

I heat up til

I almost explode,
skin leaking

desert springs,

then emerge,

covered in coarse salt
of my own

residual ocean.
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Nocturnal Contact

The sounds leaping over the fence
from their darkness into mine
erode in my ears, sink into skin like heat.

Deer sounds, uncountable, could have been two, one, four.
I stop. The dog stops his jaunty ringing

and the bodies scatter

through salmonberry, foxglove, and fern.

So many cool, silent things sway in night air

as if the opalescent moon

was far brighter than the sun, far more compulsive,
drawing life up from day-sleep.

I could not see their bodies, darkness

and a tall fence between us,

could not judge the length or mass of antlers,
the number of prongs

extending from spirit in bone.

Invisibility brings us almost into contact.
Human and deer abandon our roles so we both are startled,
both target and predator.

I am eavesdropping on their language,

how they sense danger, communicate food,
sooth newborns into standing on wobbly rods,
bend to lick salt off rocks at low tide.

Havens of shadow on opposite sides of a thin wooden fence,
the dog and I on the sidewalk, they in the mossy woods.

The moon shines down on both sides,

their light divided by canopy,

speckled motion of leaf-whispers across silver backs,
mine glaring on stark concrete,

all elements erased but the human.
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