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LA CONCHITA

Maria’s baby was born with an extra ear
like a tiny conch shell, 
and her hair, still wet from the womb, 
had the feel of seaweed. 
Maria sketched cocoa butter
over her stretch marks, a fading map
soon to be unreadable,
and told me, She doesn’t cry.
One hand on her stomach as if the baby
were still inside, Maria listened
for that cry (pain, need, I want, give me)
we take for granted.

From her crib, the baby listened, too,
and with her extra ear must have heard
beyond herself, what we can’t: 
a pair of condors shifting inside
the hollowed trunk of a redwood,
a woman placing earrings in rows
as even as corn fields,
a boy overturning muddy rocks
to find centipedes,
a loquat rolling on the railroad
of gravel and twigs in a backyard, 
a pointe shoe rubbed in rosin
before turning like cirrus clouds.

After doctors removed the ear,
her face like everyone else, 
Maria’s baby listened
to her own voice 
and cried for days, 
each cry plucked forth
from her harp of lungs
with a symmetry of sound
all absorbing,
her sense of self discovered
at a cost, her fists the color
of sea-polished stones.
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A strand of hair landed in my palm
as light as a paper dove,
a peace offering.
Unwanted hair, I hid you
in my daughter's comb,
but she saw what I couldn't.
The pattern on the hair's cuticle
was the face of someone sleeping.
Mother, she said, this is you, not me. 

We must find ourselves
in unexpected places.
Outside, oak trees enjoy the storm,
certain that the clouds, like gauze,
will stretch to heal each other's wounds. 
My hair knots in the shape of acorns.

KNOTS
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THE HISTORY OF WRITING

First, we have the death of writing.

In Mexico, a child buried her dead mother’s letters 
next to an oyamel fir in Michoacán.
As a woman, she returned to the volcanic mountains  
and read inscriptions on the Monarch butterflies’ wings, 
convinced they had stolen her mother’s letters.  
In New York, a man used his ex-lover’s manuscript
to line his cat’s litter box. When he ran out of pages,
he drove the cat to a state park and abandoned it.  
In Sweden, a handwriting expert got drunk
and doused her collection of nineteenth century journals
in nail polish remover to burn better.
Death is a temporary chaos,
a rearrangement of order.

Last, we have the birth of writing.

The handwriting expert sifts through the ashes
of the journals. They look like tea. If only we could drink 
our history, she says, steeping it as long as we want.
Like Poe’s black cat, the New Yorker’s pet 
returns, its matted fur smudged with ink.  
Cupping her mother’s butterflies in her palms,
the Mexican woman places them in her rucksack.  
Their wings flutter like clouds before a storm.
At home, she fries the butterflies in their own oily lipids, 
arranging them on her plate according to size.  
Each wing is a heavy word on her tongue.
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