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Journeys
For my parents, Evelyn and Richard Lang

The past is never dead. It’s not even past. 
— William Faulkner, Requiem for a Nun

Rivers glitter. A warm rain
spurs hunter-gatherers to migrate
out of Africa, past the Red Sea
toward unnamed fields and seasons.
Their descendants polish tools,
plant peas and wheat, which starts
the Neolithic Revolution. It says so
in all the rings my mother gave me
of mitochondrial DNA.

Glaciers take up so much water
my ancestors can walk across
the Bering Strait. Through centuries
they walk without a map or compass
all the way to Massachusetts,
arriving thousands of years before
my Anglo-Saxon forebears take
their gods and goddesses to Sussex,
long before John and Peter
de Peckham join the third Crusade.

In a heaving sea John Howland
is swept off the Mayflower. He grabs
a halyard. The crew snags
his clothes with a boat hook
to drag him back to the deck.
In my double helices he feasts
with Wampanoags on venison,
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roast goose, wild turkey, pumpkins,
squash, plums and berries
under oaks with scarlet leaves.

John Peckham renounces his father,
Lord of the Manor in Sussex, wakes
on a ship, crowded with prisoners,
driven by the wind’s stiff whip
toward Massachusetts Bay.

A German baron loses a battle
against King Wilhelm. His son
and daughter-in-law flee. Their son,
Bill Lang, finds his way to California,
proposes to Ada Peckham on a boat
bobbing in the middle of a lake.

With every breath I take, filling
the elegant, finely branched trees
of my lungs with oxygen, my mother’s
mother dies again of pneumonia
in Massachusetts in the flu epidemic
of 1918, and my mother comes over
mountains, rivers and plains
to California, where she grows up
to marry Bill and Ada’s son.

Over and over, in my round and spindly
cells where the past softly breathes,
my mother, who told no one
she was descended from the Pilgrims
and the People of the First Light,
who brought them corn and deer,
names me “Light.” Over and over,
I ask myself, Where am I going?
How will I know when I’m there?
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My Mother’s Mixer

An ivory KitchenAid with a deep glass bowl,
it had a black knob on top with ten settings
to rotate the heart-shaped beater.
Cookie recipes began with butter and sugar,
creamed. My mother threw in lots of stuff:
to three cups of flour she’d add
one cup of anger and two of love,
a pinch of prejudice, belief in God
but not in saints. Her mixer mixed it up:
a passion for clothes and bingo,
eggs, vanilla, talkativeness, secrecy,
lemon rind, desire to hide the past.
She handed each ingredient to me,
her helper, as I sat at the breakfast table.
“Add a teaspoon of cinnamon,” she’d say.
“Fold in the raisins. Don’t lie or wear
your skirt too short.” When I asked
about her childhood in Massachusetts
before her grandparents took her away,
she’d say, “Don’t ask so many questions.”
Wanting to please, I blended everything
the way she told me to, then licked
the beater. I already knew her mother died,
her father couldn’t raise her and her sister,
and her grandmother was cruel. The recipe
was never quite right: she always handed me
too much butter or sugar, too little truth.




