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PART I 

THE TRANSFORMATION OF THE BODY 
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Introduction 

A few years ago, following a string of serious medical diagnoses in my immediate 

family, I started to write almost exclusively about bodies. It wasn’t intentional, and it was 

definitely not because of some clichéd need for catharsis. In fact, I would have loved to write 

about other topics, but something in my approach to the world had shifted. I felt intimately 

connected with death, and though I didn’t want to be, I was inspired by and drawn to the dark 

changes happening to the bodies of my loved ones. Emotionally, I was horrified by their 

mortality, their vulnerability, but intellectually, I was fascinated. Their suffering became an 

internal vortex around which all of my creative energy seemed to circle. 

At one of my readings, my mother asked me about the new pattern in my work. She 

noticed that most of my poems centered on bodies—especially those of my family—and the 

traumas they had endured, and why was that, she wanted to know. I considered her question and 

looked closely at my own work. I wasn’t just describing body after body after body; I was 

turning them into different things: plants, animals, birds, paintings, buildings. I realized, too, that 

these were exactly the kinds of poems I loved most to read, though I had never recognized such 

connections among my favorite works. 

The body-centered poems to which I am drawn all accomplish three critical tasks that I 

look for in poems: they revise the mental map (to borrow a phrase from Heather McHugh), 

create identities distinct from the poets’, and feed on the demonic inspiration of the duende. 

Louise Glück’s “Lullaby,” Bob Hicok’s “Poem for My Mother’s Hysterectomy,” and Nick 

Flynn’s “Memento Mori” are prime examples of poems that meet these expectations, and 

because of the centrality of bodies, metaphors, and trauma to their conceptualization of the 

world, their use of bodily transformations is key to their success. 
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Revising the Mental Map 

Bodies cannot be immobile indefinitely. They must, by their nature, move and change. 

The same is true for poems. A poem should never be still, completely given over to a single idea, 

a single tone, or a single rhythm. In order for a poem to succeed, it must turn in direction, 

conceptually, emotionally, and musically, propelled by its own internal tensions. The result is 

that good poems modify how we understand them from beginning to end, and, in the process, 

they surprise us. In her essay “Moving Means, Meaning Moves: Notes on Lyric Destination,” 

Heather McHugh claims: “To really enter a poem is not to escape; it is to have your mental map 

revised” (210). McHuch argues that poems are routes that we navigate and that where we end up 

should not be the lyric destination we expected at the beginning of the poem. Glück’s “Lullaby” 

revises our mental maps through figurative language that transforms the bodies of the speaker’s 

family members and generates poetic tension. 

While McHugh explains the idea of turns in a poem’s direction using the American love 

affair with the open road, the body works as equally apt analogy for a poem’s changes. In fact, 

the transformed body is crucial to understanding poetic revision of the mental map because the 

body is the locus of human experience—we receive and process information through the body’s 

senses, and despite a separation in how we talk about mind and body, we conceptualize the world 

through a physical organ, the brain, and in terms of metaphors that have their origin in perceptual 

experience. So, when a poem transforms a body, it revises the primary vessel for our 

understanding of the poem. Thus, when the middle of “Lullaby” gives bodies new shapes and 

discusses them with a different, more scientific, vocabulary, the poem’s conceptual focus and 

form shift as well. 
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Glück’s “Lullaby” works to process the death of the speaker’s infant sister. The poem 

begins by characterizing the speaker’s mother: “My mother’s an expert in one thing: / sending 

people she loves into the other world” (1-2). The first stanza presents this process of sending 

people into death as analogous to the process of putting people to sleep. Dying and going to sleep 

seem almost interchangeable in their quietness, an idea that is carried through until an abrupt 

reversal at the end of the second stanza when the speaker says: “So the living slowly grow calm; 

it’s only / the dying who can’t, who refuse” (11-12). The claim that the dying are not calm 

transitions to the transformation of bodies that happens in the third, the middle, stanza: 

The dying are like tops, like gyroscopes –  

they spin so rapidly they seem to be still. 

Then they fly apart: in my mother’s arms, 

my sister was a cloud of atoms, of particles – that’s the difference. 

When a child’s asleep, it’s still whole. (13-17) 

The bodies in this stanza are in direct contrast to bodies earlier in the poem. They are dynamic 

and scientific, reduced to pieces of matter and removed from the emotional core that sleeping or 

uninjured bodies possess. By connecting the dying bodies to gyroscopes and particles of matter, 

the poem changes not only the bodies, but also its focus—it begins as an examination of the 

relationship between the speaker’s mother and dead relatives, and ends as a broader, though 

personally poignant, claim that all bodies want to disperse because of their energy. 

McHugh asserts that a poem is “a structure of internal resistances” (208) and that these 

resistances push us through the poem’s turns. Although “Lullaby” sets up an opposition between 

people who are dying and people who are going to sleep, the primary difference between them is 

in how the mental relates to the physical. For those who are going to sleep, the mental and 
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physical work together to bring about a peaceful state of existence, but for those who are dying, 

the mental and the physical struggle against each other. This tension between the physical and 

mental is fundamental to our understanding of “Lullaby.” In the third stanza, the poem discusses 

death in terms of physics: the dying are so full of kinetic energy that they lose their bodies’ 

forms. The use of the scientific word “particles” (Glück 16) calls attention to the physicality of 

all life. The poem returns the focus to the speaker’s sister with representations of the mother’s 

arms (15) and the sister’s body, “a cloud of atoms” (16). Even though the poem portrays death as 

a physical process, it insists that the transition into “the other world” can be guided by mental 

processes: 

It’s the same thing, really, preparing a person 

for sleep, for death. The lullabies – they all say 

don’t be afraid, that’s how they paraphrase 

the heartbeat of the mother. 

So the living slowly grow calm; it’s only  

the dying who can’t, who refuse. (7-12) 

The preparation has little to do with the body. Instead, it seeks to promote relaxation through 

lullaby, a combination of music and language. The dying reject this state and, as a result, become 

destabilized. Thus, the poem contends that the disintegration of the body begins as a struggle in 

the mind.  

The relationship between the body and the mind can be viewed in terms of form and 

content. McHugh says that “a poem’s lineation is always working with and against the narrative 

urge in readers toward the story’s one-and-only end, toward an exhaustive answer—that is, lines 

work with and against the sentence” (212). A poem’s form, including lineation, is the poem’s 
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body, but it constantly struggles with content, the mind of a poem. Gregory Orr in his essay 

“Four Temperaments and the Forms of Poetry” highlights this idea: “for a poem to have the 

stability and dynamic tension that comes of a marriage of contraries it must fuse a limiting 

impulse with an impulse that resists limitation” (270). In the case of “Lullaby,” the poem joins its 

own form to the “real” bodies it discusses, and as the tension between the body’s need to become 

still and the mind’s resistance destabilizes the bodies of the dying in the third stanza, so too does 

the form-content tension destabilize the previously consistent line length. The first fifteen lines 

average about ten syllables each, none longer than fourteen syllables. In contrast, the last eight 

lines vary from five to eighteen syllables. Though syntactical patterns remain reliable throughout 

the poem, the lineation sways violently, synchronized with the dispersing bodies. However, the 

final stanza claims that bodies reclaim freedom through disintegration: “The soul’s like all 

matter: / why would it stay intact, stay faithful to its one form, / when it could be free?” (21-23). 

This claim, then, extends to the poem: though complete separation of form from content is 

ultimately destructive, maintaining a single form is restrictive, and variation is liberating. 

6 



 

Creating Identities 

In the process of revising the mental map, poems should also create characters whose 

identities capture the complexities of existence. These characters, if they are to be believable, 

cannot exist in isolation; they can only exist in relation to others. By tying the characters to 

family members, poems place them within a context, a network of identities. Bob Hicok’s “Poem 

for My Mother’s Hysterectomy” provides a perfect example of how the body and its 

transformations can be key to creating nuanced and authentic characters. It is a poem that 

explores the speaker’s identity in relation to his mother’s by using metaphors to conceptualize 

their bodies. The poem creates each character in terms of the other, a physical bond between 

mother and son whose breaking results in a lifelong sense of trauma and loss. 

“Poem for My Mother’s Hysterectomy” begins by naming a mother’s uterus as central to 

the speaker’s sense of self: “The bell in you out of which I was rung / long ago removed, I 

cannot go home. // What did they do with your uterus?” (1-3). The “bell” suggests physical form 

(body) and sound (language, music) as central to both the speaker’s existence and the mother’s, 

and “rung” suggests that sound is responsible for generating the speaker and for causing the 

separation between son and mother. Furthermore, the poem links “home” to “uterus,” turning the 

mother’s body into an essential part of the speaker’s identity.  

Though later metaphors in the poem, such as “emptiness” (21) or “a goat / kicking the 

night” (28-29), seem to contradict these images, the poem is using a variety of transfigurations to 

process the complexities of both the mother’s character and the speaker’s. These metaphors 

succeed in creating the characters’ identities because, as Toril Swan explains in “Metaphors of 

Body and Mind in the History of English,” humans “structure their world metaphorically. . . . 

[M]etaphors are an integral part of language, and . . . thought and language function 
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metaphorically. It is also assumed that metaphors are found in coherent systems via which we 

conceptualize our experience, a basic part of which is our experience as physical beings, bodies, 

in space” (461). We need metaphors to understand what it means to have a body, while at the 

same time, our comprehension of the world is mediated through the body and its senses. The two 

depend on each other in “Poem for My Mother’s Hysterectomy” as well. As the poem continues, 

metaphors about the body become increasingly important to developing the relationship between 

the speaker and the removed uterus. The speaker says of the uterus:  

I think of it as a hat or a bird, 

resting on a head or flying away, over those mountains, 

on the other side of which I have never been. 

 

Maybe that’s where the navel of the Earth is, 

and these womb birds go there out of memory. (Hicok 4-8) 

The metaphorical transformations of the mother’s uterus here do three things: first, they highlight 

the mother’s loss, which is not just a loss of an object, but of a body, a living creature. Second, 

they act as a way for the speaker to understand the female body as a foundational part of his 

mother’s selfhood. Third, they separate the speaker from the mother, in terms of both physical 

separation and mental separation. Not only has the speaker become physically distinct from his 

mother’s body, he is also set apart in terms of identity. As a male, his comprehension of the 

female reproductive system is limited to metaphorical speculation, and more importantly, to a 

metaphor that places geographical distance in between himself and the uterus. 

Renate Wood, in “Poetry and the Self: Reflections on the Discovery of the Self in Early 

Greek Lyrics” claims identity is “reflected in our specific way of seeing the world and in the 
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language we choose to interpret and communicate our experience” (97). For Hicok’s speaker, the 

pattern of metaphors chosen, and not just the metaphors themselves, reveals how he 

conceptualizes his body in relation to the mother’s: he thinks of the mother’s body as a “bell” 

(1), “a hat or a bird” (4), and “womb birds” (8)—all of which resonate with celestial and cerebral 

connotations; the speaker’s body is placed lower, coming out of the bell’s vibrating rim, left 

behind by the bird’s flight, tied to the earth: “I am that of you: a six-foot-tall memory, graft / that 

took and learned to drive, pick locks, lick / on other women the door you opened for me” (9-11). 

The speaker does not simply describe himself and his mother through metaphors; rather, he 

manifests his own pattern of thinking through the specific metaphors that he uses. The 

transformation of the mother’s body through metaphor becomes an integral part of how the 

characters develop. 

It is important to note that the speaker does not set up either himself or his mother as 

isolated beings. He contextualizes his own identity in relation to his mother’s, which adds 

richness and depth to our understanding of them. Instead of defining himself as a six-foot-tall 

driver, lock picker, sexual creature, he is a “memory” and a “graft,” who seeks his mother’s parts 

in his relationships with other women. Metaphors later on in the poem continue this trend of 

exploring the identities as part of a single network: 

I know this dream; my face in a jar, saying 

I can be anything I want, just not 

me. 

 

For you, who had seven children 

and wanted more, it must have been 
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like having your face removed, 

the Catholic mirror asking, What has your emptiness 

to give? (15-22) 

The reference to faces is repeated both in the seventh and eighth stanzas for speaker and mother 

because it is key to understanding this relationship. The face is the most contextual part of the 

body; it is the mediator between world and self, and it is the body part that is the most closely 

tied to a person’s identity. Furthermore, “face in a jar” connects to the speaker in utero while 

“having your face removed” changes the uterus from container to essential mark of personhood. 

The next stanza, “I miss you as the only water I breathed, as a way of living / at the center of 

things” (23-24), claims that the mother’s body is an entire world but also a way of experiencing 

the world, just as a poem is a way to create characters and to empathize with their experiences. 

Humans naturally understand themselves in the context of their families, but here, the 

family-as-context is directly connected to the poem’s conceptual movement. The interaction 

between mother and son helps propel the poem’s ideas. Their separation results in the speaker’s 

loss of a sense of self, which is to say that outside of context, a being loses its meaning—as 

equally true for poems as for humans. The sense of traumatic loss is important here. People, 

especially a poem’s characters, are shaped not only by context but by trauma, and the first 

universal trauma is the loss of a mother’s body-as-home. Following the declaration of loss (“I 

miss you”), the poem accumulates traumatic meanings: 

You gave me nine round months, time since 

is straight as a knife. 

 

I’ve never asked, What was I in you; a tickle fish, thorn 
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in your side, a goat 

kicking the night? 

 

If I left graffiti in there, a sign or a mark, 

and was the monster you worried I’d be as sharp-toothed 

as the one I am? (25-32) 

Each of these images resonates as violent, or at least transformative. Time gains the power to 

wound, and the speaker considers his many manifestations, each more violent than the last: 

uncomfortable, squirmy creature; painful injury in his mother’s core; distressed animal; 

destructive artist; vicious monster. As the poem progresses through its exploration of 

contextualized, bodily identities, it draws increasingly from a sense of trauma and ultimately 

concludes by naming the speaker as a violent being and the mother as the origin and the victim 

of that violence. 

That Hicok’s poem begins with music and ends with violence is representative of the 

process by which poems create identities for their characters. Reginald Gibbons claims in 

“Poetry and Self-Making” that successful poems depend on “the active work of bringing feeling, 

thought, and language into an unusual intensity of meaningfulness and into an especially 

responsive representation of what we are coming to feel and think; both writer and reader are 

discovering what it is that the language in the poetic lines is coming to mean” (188-189). He 

continues his discussion of this “active work” that is necessary for a powerful poem:  

. . . what is going on in the poem is the poet’s endeavor to understand, rather than 

merely to refer to or represent, his or her own psyche, or that of someone else; to 
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identify what he or she understands; to discover and articulate what feeling it is 

that prepared for, or rises out of, that understanding. . . . (189) 

Gibbons maintains that one of the most essential purposes of poetry is to create a sense of 

identity and that such creation arises only through a process that works through an idea. While 

Gibbons ties this concept to the revision of a poet’s identity, it is equally important to how a 

character’s identity matures. A body, especially a contextualized body that has been transformed 

by trauma, demands this process to explore its many layers of meaning. “Poem for My Mother’s 

Hysterectomy” begins with two traumatic changes—the separation at birth of child from mother, 

and the hysterectomy—and spends the rest of its stanzas figuring out what these transformations 

mean for the identities of the speaker and mother. As a result, the reader witnesses the type of 

process that Gibbons describes, the “active work” that helps the poem generate the characters’ 

identities. 

The creation of characters is fundamental to both the poet’s purpose and the reader’s 

experience because it allows a poem to explore a variety of points of view, ideas, and emotions. 

And through the reimagination of bodies, characters can become the kind of surprising, nuanced 

and authentic conceptions of human experience for which we read poetry. 
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Feeding on the Duende 

Poems that use transformed, traumatized bodies to revise the mental map and to create 

complex identities for their characters succeed because they are fuelled by the power of the 

duende, a dark inspiration that rises from the struggle with death in the depths of the body. The 

“duende” is the most powerful force behind art, more than the muse or the angel, because it is 

tied to the gritty and painful elements of human existence. Federico García Lorca, who 

popularized the notion of the duende, defines it as “the mystery, the roots thrusting into the 

fertile loam known to all of us, ignored by all of us but from which we get what is real in art” 

(98), while Edward Hirsch terms it “the obscure power and penetrating inspiration of art. . . . 

associated with the spirit of earth, with visible anguish, irrational desire, demonic enthusiasm, 

and a fascination with death” (13). Evident in the bodily struggles from which Glück’s “Lullaby” 

and Hicok’s “Poem for My Mother’s Hysterectomy” arise, the duende fuels Nick Flynn’s book 

of poems Some Ether, which explores his mother’s suicide. Especially in the poem “Memento 

Mori,” the duende inspires and communicates rich levels of sorrow precisely because it is bodily, 

is drawn to wounds and to the presence of death, and is transformative. 

The duende depends on the body because the body is the origin of creative impulses. 

“Memento Mori” revolves around the speaker’s discovery and conceptualization of his mother’s 

death. It begins: “A virus threads its way through us, rides our blood / like a subway, erasing 

everything. . . .” (1-2); “virus” here suggests the destructive struggle between bodies and death 

and acts as the vehicle through which the speaker brings us to the images of his mother he wishes 

to forget. This “virus” seems to echo definitions of the duende. Hirsch says:  

The duende rises up through the body. It burns through the soles of a dancer’s feet 

or expands in the torso of a singer. It courses through the blood and breaks 
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through a poet’s back like a pair of wings. It is risky and deathward leaning. . . . 

Duende, then, means something like artistic inspiration in the presence of death. It 

has an element of mortal panic and fear. It speaks to an art that touches and 

transfigures death, that woos and evades it. . . . (13; emphasis added) 

Even though the poem suggests that the “virus” might be able to eliminate memories, it in fact 

recalls them; it does exactly what Hirsch suggests and transfigures death, leading us from a 

struggle that is destroying the body to an image of the already-destroyed body, the mother: 

the black air filling her lungs 

 

until all inside her 

hangs darkly. I left the attic 

unlatched, shimmied up the gutterpipe, I knew 

 

I’d never wake her, no matter how hard I  

knocked. (Flynn 6-11) 

Though the poem claims to be referencing the mother, a parallel exists between her identity and 

the angelic muse. Both are females who give birth to inspiration from above, and just as artists 

cannot rouse the muse, the speaker’s mother also remains unresponsive; instead what wakes is 

the duende, “a lullaby that wounds. . ., lullaby of sadness that permeates the universe itself” 

(Hirsch 18).  

Why does this moment, in which the speaker discovers his mother’s death, summon the 

duende? Lorca explains “that the duende likes the edge of things, the wound, and that it is drawn 

to where forms fuse themselves in a longing greater than their visible expressions” (206). The 
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moment of discovery is the edge between two existences—one in which the mother lived and 

one in which she has died—and is the moment at which the speaker is permanently wounded. 

Though it may never close, the wound, as it heals, generates “the original in the work of man” 

(205). As much as the speaker wishes to escape this moment, his wound is responsible for his 

artistic inspiration. 

In the next section of the poem, the speaker begins to harness the duende’s power to turn 

the ordinary into emotionally potent symbols. 

She opened herself like a time-lapsed rose. I thought 

our bodies were mostly water 

 

but there was so much blood. I rinsed the rags 

 

in the sink & she whirlpooled 

away, below my feet, filling sewers, 

 

so much flowing from that moment, that 

Atlantic. (Flynn 12-18) 

The image of a rose as connected to beauty is a well-worn cliché, but here the speaker uses it as a 

dynamic image of both his mother’s wound and his own. What spills forth from this opened 

wound is the “Atlantic” of inspiration. D. W. Fenza paraphrases Lorca as having said that “the 

Duende, if possessed by an artist, can transform empty conventions and forms and make them 

vital” (11). The duende that pours from the poem does exactly that: a rose becomes the symbol 
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for a wound, and an ocean becomes a metaphor for the internal darkness that fuels Flynn’s 

poetry.  

At the end of the poem, the speaker seems aware, at least on some level, of the 

importance of the duende. The speaker moves from a blunt statement that he’s “sick of God & 

his teaspoons” (21) to a meditation: 

I’d stare at the dust lit up by the sun, 

it formed fallen pillars 

connecting the windows to the floor & I knew 

 

they were all that kept the walls 

from collapse. (25-29) 

These pillars of dust are a product of poetic observation, driven by the duende’s transformative 

power, and the speaker acknowledges that this observation is sustaining “walls,” which acts as a 

metaphor for bodies struggling against death and for the speaker’s own life. The creative impulse 

to observe and interpret allows the reader to turn trauma into inspiration. 

The duende can be excruciating, but the pain lies at the root of humanity and poetic 

inspiration. As Flynn’s “Memento Mori” demonstrates, poems that are inspired from the ground 

up, from the soles of the feet up, poems that take wounded bodies and transform them, access a 

primal potency that is inaccessible to poems from the angel or the muse. 
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Conclusion 

Glück’s “Lullaby,” Hicok’s “Poem for My Mother’s Hysterectomy,” and Flynn’s 

“Memento Mori,” though distinct, share several traits. Through the traumatic transformation of 

the bodies of their speakers and their families, they succeed in working through ideas, in 

generating identities, and in feeding on the duende; as a result, they extend beyond the personal, 

the sentimental, to a universal relevance. “Lullaby” claims that death is a dynamic transition to 

freedom though the body is an inseparable container; “Poem for My Mother’s Hysterectomy” 

connects the separation from uterus to a violent existence, and “Memento Mori” suggests that 

raw loss can lead to inspiration. 

While some might view the manipulation of suffering in the service of art as 

inappropriate (since art, in some ways, should seek to address or counter what is wrong in the 

human condition), it allows for something far more important than an individual’s experience 

and management of trauma: it explores ideas and therefore expands our understanding of what it 

means to be human and what it means to create poetry. In short, what I ask of a poem about 

transforming a body is what I ask of life: that it grows and moves, that it seeks to understand 

complicated identities, and that, instead of succumbing to pain and darkness, it thrives on it. 
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PART II 

A CHORUS OF TREES 



 

I. Hatchery 
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F-16 

I come from sky and egg, a dynasty  
of birds, and when they fly, I—wingless—wait. 
My father should have given me their flight,  
their falcon-span, their fabrics, rich as the earth 
that even now is wet with rain. Instead, 
he gave me patience, solitude. I yearn.  
 
I ask my father if he sees my mother  
when he flies, if she greets him with wings. 
Does she preen his graying brow? Does she call  
for me? I’d answer; I remember song. 
No, he says, but the great expanse of ice  
above the clouds is blinding, as if the air  
itself radiates light, and if she’s there,   
she is breathing, making, becoming light.  
 

But beauty is never enough.  
It is the glacial lake at dawn, but not 
the talons bringing breakfast, not her cry 
fetching me home. For her I’d give even  
this breath, these hollow bones, this humble perch.  
For her, I’d go the way of the earthworm,  
eating dirt and rain, the autumn roots of rot. 
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Exchange 

My grandfather was the only man to retch 
the first day on the ship. It was more than seasickness.  
 
He saw a terrible face 
where the other sailors saw waves,  
 
and the motion of the boat was the motion of a jaw. 
I ask: why would man suffer 
 
through Annapolis if he hates the ocean?  
My grandfather will not say. 
 
He is old now. The lines 
of many wars are deep in his skin.  
 
I will remember him for enduring the great sea, 
for claiming a dynasty, for trading sails for wings. 
 
I cannot give him back his flight, but I give him 
my words. I give him that the sea  
 
is the finite mouth of death, that the sky is infinite, 
in the way that a vowel is forever open, 
 
and that the flight of birds is more  
than the stretching of muscles against empty bones. 
 
I take little from him, only his sleeves and their smell, 
the remnants of his journey: gasoline, onion, musk. 
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Lithopedion 

Little child, when they found you, 
you were already old, a smooth, dense 
stone polished by your mother’s 
muscled grip. Decades ago, you died,  
 
became slowly like bone, the red  
marble your mother’s carried since  
the Great War ended. Even now,  
your ears are full of calcium.  
 
Why did you choose to be silent,  
a shapeless weight? Perhaps, I think,  
to make the world your orchestra. 
Do you still listen, little child, 
 
now that your mother’s love is just  
an empty room, and the four walls 
where you once lived are bare, collapsed, 
the rubble of a hollow body? 
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Surrogate 

Mother, when I was small, I asked you what had happened  
to that boy—you hadn’t meant to mention him at all, I think— 

my other brother. 
 
You grew quiet, looking like a plant that’s drunk  
too much water. He was somewhere else, you said,  

with God. I, too, became quiet  
 
as I felt my task take shape—to give him what you,  
by your own admission, did not—and my ribs  

were heavy with purpose. 
 
I admit that I’ve thought about him too much. 
But Mother, it’s time you admit that 

God is a metaphor 
 
and heaven is vast but worth less than a child. 
It’s time you learn that your son didn’t die.  

The clot that you passed  
 
was not his body, and the weight that left your stomach  
was your own breath. I know this, Mother, because  

I harbored your child.  
 
While you receded into ritual and hymn, I lent him flesh,  
my father’s Roman nose and olive eyes and strangely large feet, 

your lungs, the bones  
 
of your ear, your short limbs. I suspended him in adolescence,  
traipsing through mud and twig, and I taught him your nighttime songs 

and how to yearn, 
 
how to be forgotten. Even now his thermal shirt smells of incense  
and Marlboro reds. You ask, can spirits have smells? But I ask,  

what did you give him? 
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Distance 

Solidity has no meaning 
at an atomic level. We 
have no substance, only measured 
space between points of existence. 
 
And space is not a piece of bread; 
it is not a gun; it is not 
a mind or a poem. Nothing 
is nothing, and nothing is all 
 
there is. I must admit: I find 
this comforting. It means I’ve lost  
nothing. After all, I gave birth  
to nothing, and I sacrificed 
 
nothing. And when you write to say 
you’re never coming home, I know 
your letters are so empty that 
I could eat and eat your pages 
 
and never be filled. I am drawn  
to you, I admit, but only 
by the gravity that exists 
between two points, each of zero 
 
mass, zero volume. What keeps me  
here, at this exact distance, is 
energy, the same blind force 
that suspends clouds and lifts the breath. 

25 



 

Between Brother and Sister  

When I find the leech on my ankle, 
already fat, I shriek. My brother turns 
in the shallow water, sees the swelling 
terror in my eyes. You have to pull it off. 
 
He’s right. If I don’t, he’ll find more leeches  
and throw them at me. I hold my breath,  
reach for the round end, gorged 
and gummy, but my brother grabs  
 
my wrist. No, like this, he says, and slides  
his nail under the taper. The leech falls  
into the water, and I smile. He, so carefully,  
wipes away the blood of our parents. 
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Oceans 

I find a baby’s ear in the sand, 
delicate and rubbed smooth.  
I cup it as if it were an actual babe 
and sit next to my mother.  
 
She does not look up from her book. 
She is quiet and worn. 
My father’s steel irises  
are pulled taut to a woman in the water. 
 
I am too old to believe 
in my parents. Their lie 
is a wound even the sea 
refuses to lick clean.  
 
I listen to the baby’s ear. 
Against mine, it murmurs, 
the world does not last, does not last. 
I think of my sister, who waited. 
  
By now, she would be grown.  
I think of the ocean 
where she died, of the soft, red waves  
that whispered, Don’t come out. 
 
I think of the muscles that sang 
the world’s low warbles deep  
into the recesses of flesh and bone.  
Even her ribs hummed.  
 
Those sounds clung to her,  
refusing to give her small body  
to the purity of silence 
between our parents. 
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II. Mating Call 
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My Mother’s Chemise 

I want to be the lady who reclines,  
flexes against the sheets, and beckons.  
 
I tiptoe through the front door 
onto the cold, rough concrete 
 
in only my mother’s slip. 
The wind is calm and smells of hickory. 
 
Is this prickling of hairs on my arm  
what all women feel when the door closes  
 
and the man enters? As the gown slinks 
to my feet, my body learns to be beautiful 
 
for no one. The ever-open eyes  
of the corner’s water tower, the curved  
 
necks of the streetlamps, the dark orifices  
of unattended windows—these are my husbands. 
 
My breasts are just beginning,  
young crabapples in the October air, 
 
but I am not ashamed. My palms flatten 
against the house. The wind finds  
 
my creases and fills me with air.  
I’ve never been naked before. 



 

Surgery with Dali 

My flesh swells, too large. The doctor smiles, 
opens my skin. No pain, no blood. I birth  
a new head, the shape of a swan with neck  
 
twisting backwards for sleep. A bird I know 
so well from my youth. The surgeon scissors 
the cord. Swan, waking, lifts its beak. Shivers.  
 
I crouch as small as I can. Timidly,  
I offer bread and turn away my eyes  
from its shine. It shadows the doctor; I  
 
barely see him draw the legs and belly  
from my breast. The terrible swan arches 
its neck against me. I am pushed back; hands  
 
reshape me into bark. The swan perches  
now on a branch, and I can’t help but see  
in its black eyes the human, in its beak 
 
the doctor. He cuts. My sex catches fire.  
Burns my thighs apart. I blush. Oh, the warmth  
of the knife, melting me, orange glory. 
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Origami 

He passes many papers: momi, kozo, washi.  
He runs his fingers across the pages, 
slowly, in contemplation.  
 
At last, he selects the blood-red unryu,  
sheer as wasp wings, with fibers  
for veins. This paper will become lungs  
 
he says. Delicate so we will know  
when you begin to breathe. 
He spreads it flat and marks 
 
where he will bring corner to corner 
with the precision of a bell. 
With practiced hands, he smoothes  
 
the first, the most radial, fold: 
trachea, taproot. These are hands  
that design branches and open  
 
blossoms, that shape my breasts 
into familiar perches, that valley  
us in sheets until we are coiled. 
 
When we at last unfold, I show him  
the trembling fibers 
of bronchial roots, 
 
and when his subtle hands open  
my lips, I greet him  
with a chorus of trees. 
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My Art 

is simpler. I begin with dates 
I mark as tiny slashes, dots. 
 
Eyes shut, I splash the red, red ink 
across the sheet, forming an ankh 
 
reversed, the shape of fate, the winds 
bringing our family purpose, wounds 
 
quieter, sharper than thistle 
and deeper than the bone itself. 
 
This arc is meaning, form, omen 
of duty, sacrifice. Amen.  
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I. Grackles 

Some dusks, grackles descend upon the land, 
a blackish cloud of feathers, beaks, talons, 
writhing mid-air until they settle in your mind 
and roost in rows on the telephone lines. 
 
Up close, they gleam like oil. Some dusks, I find  
you at the window, staring. Like vocal cords, 
they flutter, vibrating, their flight a kind  
of humming. I ask: can they hear the words 
 
they stand on? You don’t answer. You once said 
they remind you of sheet music, pitches  
you wish you’d learned to play. I’d pluck their lead 
notes till my fingers split, if only to reach 
 
the vast desert, where birds long ago claimed 
your mind’s flesh, the memory’s bones picked clean. 
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II. Melody 

They say all language branches from the roots 
of melody, as if our voices begin 
as seeds planted in the damp earth. If it’s true  
we keep the rise and fall of voices in 
 
the deep ear, there’s a chance you remember 
me still, in a small way at least, after 
these many years: my northern lilt, murmur 
and hush. Our bedtime cadence, our laughter. 
 
The subtle shift to minor chords in war. 
You’ve lost names, places, dates, but in the end,  
you will return to music, that place where 
we once were young, where now we crescendo: 
 
we are voices, one alto, one tenor, 
sustained by anvil, stirrup, and hammer. 
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III. Purity 

In the beginning, you were a frayed shawl, 
your end caught on a nail, unraveling, 
losing your shape, your edges, your warmth, all 
you held inside. It was a terrible thing 
 
to watch, the way age took you, and I grieved. 
And yet, you weren’t destroyed, just clarified, 
as if time had filtered you through a sieve, 
removing the waxy buildup of long life. 
 
You’re purer than you were even in youth,  
now frightened, wild, untamed by the world, 
and yet you follow me like a pup. The truth 
is you’re so lost, so animal, you’re hardly 
 
woman. I keep you anyway, but I’ve 
aged, too. If I turn feral, who survives? 
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III. Flight 
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Breadbasket 

I patiently await the breadbasket 
as hands of strangers share its rim. Who asks  
for forgiveness among them as they eat? 
I wonder. There’s nothing for me to seek 
 
here. Still I put the bread between my lips. 
I feel nothing profound, only my lapse 
in faith. I never taste blood when I sip 
the wine, and why should I? I’m not Catholic. 
 
Christ is a small meal—one crunch—but the bread, 
I’m told, is a whole body: muscle, beard, 
ligaments, scar tissue, and even skin. 
How strange: to eat the man you believe in. 
 
But now I find the cracker is hollow 
like rituals, like God, and I swallow. 



 

Liturgy of the Hours 

I. Nocturn 
 
My home is quiet. Your son’s chest rises 
and falls. My eyes are weary. I give up 
 
on reading for the night and open the book  
of memory, where you wait in silence. 
 
I, like you, no longer know how to speak, 
because this late at night, there are no mouths. 
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II. Prime 
 
I shiver, not from the cold, 
but from the terrible  
 
distance between us three 
and the mountain’s base below. 
 
You offer to throw me 
so I can learn to fly. 
 
You’d give me what my own 
father did not: a bird’s 
 
blue plummet seeking food, 
the rush, the hard rocks below. 
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III. Terce 
 
We crowd your small, white room. I hold  
your feet on my lap and tell you jokes, 
 
the way a daughter would. Don’t be 
ashamed that you forget to laugh;  
 
these sterile walls have silenced you, made 
you tired, still, a doll with stitched eyes. 
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IV. None 
 
This morning, you’re still lost, your skin  
tattered, as if from talons. 
 
I understand you now as more 
than animal but somehow less 
 
than human. You don’t speak, but I 
take words from your hands. You want to sleep. 
 
If I were armless, made of feathers and bone, 
could I hear you then? Do the voiceless sing?  
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The Shell of a Man 

But for now Anders can still make time. Time for the shadows to lengthen…, for 
the tethered dog to bark…, for the boy in right field to…softly chant, They is, they 
is, they is. 

Tobias Wolff, “Bullet in the Brain” 
 
When the bullet arrives, the man gasps,  

but he is not surprised.  

He knows: the veins, the lung, the chest bones— 

 

all must be crossed. The bullet is shy. It waits  

for the man, who is becoming  

small, small enough to open for the bullet 

 

the gate. Metal and man, together, pass the ribbed fence.  

The man sinks his toes  

into the soft earth. Everything pulses with heat.  

 

Under the long redwood branches, wrapped in vines, they find shade. 

The bullet admires the trees. 

Ah, says the man. My mother planted those, but I, I grew them.  

 

For a time, they walk in silence, until the man is tired. 

  He pauses at a broad, tall 

tree, says, I must rest. He lies down in the roots 

 

with his hands behind his head. The light that filters down 

  is warm, almost too warm. 

Is it summer? Suddenly the man doesn’t know. 

 

What he does know is that once he was young 

  sitting under just such a tree 
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carving his initials and Penny’s in the dirt. 

 

Any moment now she’ll return, and the sun will light up  

the soft girl fuzz on her shoulders.  

Of course he’ll smudge the dirt before she sits down,  

 

before her hand brushes against his and his cheeks burn.  

And then, too soon, his mother  

will call for dinner. No, the man murmurs. Penny, let’s stay. 

 

Just a little while longer. The bullet continues alone. 

In its wake, the trees  

begin to exhale, and the red petals of the buds, uncurling.  
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Sonnet for Soil 

My cat loves to find me belly-down, 
on the cusp of sleep, already losing track 
of sense, to claim the comfort of my spine 
with untrimmed claws. She plots my back and stakes 
 
four corners. I become landscape, bedrock, 
enter ancient unconsciousness of soil,  
the mind that understands the world through weight, 
relief, the patterns of footprints. The earth 
 
has learned that tribal feet, their pressure, pace, 
are no different than the boots of war. 
The tracks become a part of the hard land. 
But my flesh garden softens. The cat settles in. 
 
We breathe, yet we do not move. For the earth,  
a still body implies not death, but love. 
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The Consequences of a Christian Burial 

Today, my death still lingers 
on my skin, dipping 
into its ink pot and etching 
my flesh with the green runes  
 
of decay. Slowly, my swollen,  
blanched tongue learns their shapes— 
the silhouette of an eagle’s 
call in the dark 
 
crease of a bent arm, and here, on my chest, 
the round hollows of our clock’s 
chime, across my belly two  
tangled lines breathing heavily—forms  
 
so familiar I must  
have spoken this before, this,  
the language of the beetle’s scuttle- 
click, of the mirror’s slip 
and crack, of fork tines against glass. 
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Diamonds 

We must go the way of flesh:  
grow too eagerly, recklessly perhaps,  
 
until we outsize the strength  
of bones. Our skin wrinkles; our lungs  
sputter, weary from breathing air too long.  
 
Bodies do not last, but the world does  
not either. Even now it spins  
 
faster and three inches to the left. 
It gets thinner and denser, 
more human with every earthquake. 
 
All this is to say that, in the end, 
we become dust, alive  
 
in the sun rays: half-lit,  
half-mutilated; mouths that want 
to gnash at the world’s metaphysical  
 
meat, hungry for the gritty remains 
of spent words. Eventually we rally, 
 
lose ourselves in an ever-increasing mass, 
and then we wait for hands 
to cut our edges, to make us, once again, 
 
separate beings. Like diamonds, 
individuals, born from the art of revolution. 
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The Bruised 

We learn 
so easily 
the lessons of the bruised 
throat, of tissue swollen beyond 
the song 
 
that molts 
its greased feathers 
deep in our lungs, but this 
is the growth pattern of living. 
We name 
 
it stretch 
mark. We name it 
snapped clavicle, inflamed  
tongue, swallowed tooth chips, not sharpened, 
but smoothed 
 
by years 
of acids that  
test our metals, that find 
us pliable and soft, ready 
for shape. 
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Berries 

I tracked the cardinal’s sharp 
what-cheer-what-cheer-what-cheer 
deep into the bushes. 
 
I found him perched, pecking 
at holly berries, red  
swallowed by red. Again  
 
he sang, wheet-wheet-wheet-wheet. 
I wanted his birdsong 
and rich feathers and flight. 
 
At least I’d share his meal. 
I plucked a berry, bit.  
The skin unrolled across  
 
my tongue; the tart juices  
ran down my throat, the deep  
crimson of rusted nails. 
 
Beginnings are simple. 
I forgot feathers, song, 
the path to home, last night’s 
 
frost, everything but the burn 
that turns speech to birdcries. 
I felt primal, almost  
 
transformed. Winter’s dry wood  
encountering a spark.  
I ate and ate, and when 
 
the berries all rested 
like pebbles inside, I 
curled around the red 
 
toxins, unable to speak. 
Nameless. After, I rose: 
a bright, black bird of flame. 
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Cardinal 

Not all of the cardinal’s feathers are red;  
some wear the colors of your opened  
organs. Others, darker, so red they’ve turned  
 
violet, almost blue, like your deep bruise 
reaching to bone. I think of you now 
as I watch the cardinal’s wings 
 
beat faster than a pulse. 
I remember your stitches 
like bird tracks in the dirt. 
 
Your eye wouldn’t open, 
and though you didn’t recognize me, 
you asked me to stay. 
 
The cardinal fights against  
the air, away from earth,  
but the other bird, the shadow,  
 
cannot escape the pavement.  
They keep pace with my car  
then veer into the thick brush,  
 
their departure as sudden as your own.  
Still, I take comfort knowing that,  
under the canopy, the cardinal finds a perch. 
 
The shadow waits below, 
under other shadows, 
and from his invisibility comes song. 
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