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for Mary Ann Baker (1937–2003),
who showed me I could 

and pointed the way
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WHITE BIRCH

I’d forgotten how the curled bark blushes pink sometimes,
out of  dampness I suppose, or a new angle of  light. 

A kind of  blossoming, like spring come early to these woods. 
It is the salmon-petalled poppy I dug from my husband’s 

grandmother’s garden after her death. Dirt rained 
through my hands, exposing the severed root. I thought  

I’d killed it. But all these years it keeps coming back: 
mouthful of  sunrise, crinkled crepe tongues. The f lush 

of  my daughter’s cheeks as she sits in the bath weeping, 
steam	rising	off	the	pale	buds	of 	her	breasts,

her hands cupped like leaves beneath her nose to catch
the bleeding. Rosettes blooming in the milky water 

all around her. It is the sudden tree of  her 
standing beside me as I guide her from the tub, 

the white towel I dry her legs with and drape 
over her back to brush her hair. She lets me brush her hair. 

It is the stained tissue I peel from her wet face because 
she lets me. Pressing a fresh one there, I think of  the blood

that’s	yet	to	come,	her	other	flowering,	wondering
if  she’ll need me then. It is the color of  her needing me.
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UNMOORED

The	twinned	embryo	bled	first	then	gave	up	its	ghosts,	
but not completely, not to the point of  expulsion. 
And there they were, jack-lit under the ultrasound’s wand, 
the technician pointing here and here at what looked like
mollusks clinging to the bow of  a ship, or barnacles, 
their hinged mouths snapped forever shut. Dead. 
Double-dead. The thing is, I didn’t even know 
I was pregnant. But all of  a sudden I wasn’t. 
I remember this close to twenty years later, 
standing	on	a	Cape	Cod	shore	watching	a	flock	of 	gulls
lift and fall in the swells and troughs, not going anywhere,
though the waves and water seem to be. What is the body 
if  not opacity, if  not a blurred outline 
shifting and merging with the world? 

After the D&C, when the bleeding wouldn’t stanch, 
when trapped clots clamped and unclamped my womb, 
cramping	blood	all	over	the	sheets	and	floor,	
and when my pulse unraveled to a thread, the surgeon said: 
We	have	to	take	you	back	to	the	OR	and	figure	this	out.	
That’s why they call it practicing medicine, a friend later joked. 
Two for the price of  one, he said, though I wasn’t sure 
what he meant. I thought: two dead embryos, one curettage. 
Two unviable hearts, one perforated womb. Two 
operations, one barely visible scar. Two—the rhythm 
of 	the	heart,	its	ebb	and	flow	like	the	sound	of 	waves	breaking,	
just one long gliding in, dragging us with it kelp-like,
the way my body felt that night. The body, nothing 

more	than	sea	foliage,	unanchored	and	floating,	drifting	
to the pull of  the moon. That night so long ago, red-
starred, chilling, when the radiologist said 
This pregnancy’s no good. 
Now one daughter’s on her way to womanhood, 
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and the other one’s starting to bud. Bodies both, 
and molting. Some days I have to walk out to the garden 
and	find	something	leggy	to	prune,	cut	a	fresh	edge	
around the lilies, trellis a vine. Some days the scar’s just 
a	twinge,	a	flicker	of 	light.	Like	those	gulls	out	there	
huddled against the salt-sprayed air, fragments of  brightness 
caught: moving yet staying in one place, moving and perfectly still.


