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One

In the days before I knew whether or not you were 
real, I started writing to you, speaking to the chance of 
you in my mind, unclear whether the words were an 
invitation. They were an introduction just the same.

We traveled that weekend to an island where the 
woods were dark as memory, and I wore a pair of 
simple black boots I’d had since I was twelve. Milk fog 
as the wind went by. A picture of us at the top of a 
mountain. A :rst photo of you, or simply a photo of 
the two of us and the thin air. I did not know if the 
thought of you framed a presence or a vanishing.
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What if, before you were born, your parents had taken 
a picture of themselves on a mountaintop, where the 
wind took a piece of your mother’s hair and blew it 
across to touch your father like a tentacle with its own 
will? Would some part of you forever carry a wildness, 
a little wind, your doors loose on hinges where the 
gale goes through?

What is the :rst part of the song you sing?

Your father ran back to the car for warmth, but I stood 
a moment longer. A signal tower above the valley; I 
was catching signals for you, I was tuning them in.

Am I writing you into being?

I dream that I am moving out of an apartment. Your 
father and his family are moving too. We are to leave 
the place :lled and cannot carry anything with us.

I put on a record as we enter the bright hall. The 
last thing I think before the door closes is how beauti-
ful the music sounds in that room. It hits so cleanly on 
the hardwood ;oors.

The dark now is an early dark, and it lasts.
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Coming home this evening, a small child stood in 
a dimly lit yard. Hat on. Beaming. “Thank you for 
waiting,” her father called. He came down the steps to 
take her hand. This is a moment she will never re-
member. She is too small, and it is not important.

Already, I am writing to you. We are not even sure of 
your place in the world, but my body is changed, 
and so.

If each moment from now on is shared, then these are 
your things too. There is so much telling to do.

Dream that in a parking lot in Tokyo, an amusement 
park has been erected. In the footprint of a parking 
space, a free-fall ride takes passengers on a trip that 
lodges their stomachs into their ribcages for a 
moment. I experience it myself, the seconds stretching 
exponentially until I hit the ground safely.

I ask another rider for her thoughts. “The thrill,” 
she explains, “is a displaced thrill. It has nothing to do 
with the fall. When you are about to drop, you recog-
nize, quite longingly, the thrill of returning home.”

A video of a naturalist, speaking of lyrebirds. Footage 
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shows the bird singing his song, which is actually a 
piecework of all the sounds in the forest. Other birds, 
a chainsaw, a camera shutter. In this way, he attracts a 
mate. He preserves her immediate history. He sings 
her world back to her.

B says she called the ghost to her. Practically a taunt 
in the cemetery. “If you’re out there,” she said, “then 
come on. I’m ready.”

Later, the cowboy appeared at the foot of her bed 
like a thin-air projection, gesturing wildly. He shook 
his head and waved his arms as though telling some-
one far o< not to walk through a door.

“Wake up,” she told the man sleeping next to her. 
“Do you see him?” He did not.

The last few years, there have been several invita-
tions.

Beneath the river, there is one pale stone. Clear as a 
destination.

Bled today.
You are no less real for being less imminent.

These are the pictures of us from the time you were 
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here: A photo of your father, very clever, with my 
underwear as his pocket square. A photo with Canada 
behind us. And here is the place where the picture was 
taken in someone’s pocket—seen here on my tele-
phone, the dark becomes a mirror.

The clairvoyant knew.
“Pregnant,” she said. 
Impossible, I thought, until I started encountering 

scents so powerfully it was like walking into a wall.

“Here, you can see,” the nurse said, shi=ing the mon-
itor. “You are so early along that all we can make out 
is this little cluster of cells.” A planet, viewed from 
afar. It was the last I saw of you.

On my wall, I’ve tacked a map of the Yukon, courtesy 
of the department of the interior, 4313. For miles and 
miles above the 6->? parallel, there is only the clean 
paper of the map itself, with the marking: &*)@-
!"A(),. Later, a dotted line reading: Supposed course of 
Macmillan River.

Draw a map of loss. What were the possibilities? 
What is the scale?
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If we have all chosen to be here, what makes us miser-
able is that the memory is gone.

The green wall. The red door screaming, This is an 
opening.

Now, do I tell your father I have been speaking to his 
unborn children? They are perched at the precipice. 
They are ready.

Your son is quiet. An architectural mind. Your 
daughter, an artist, a cyclone.

I am homesick for you.

I like things that ghost: pages, people, memory. What 
else is a ghost besides partial?

Here, we will match you to a body, and the trick will 
be remembering that this body is housing only. It is 
just a place to be.

In sleep, I have gone with you to the top of the hill. 
We are looking out over the peaks, patched with 
snow. Your dense body, my arms. I do not know how 
much I do not know.
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In the Australian forest, a man kept a pet lyrebird. He 
played ;ute songs, which the bird learned, and sang 
when it was released to the wild. Even now, all these 
generations later, the birds still sing ;ute traces of 
Keel Row.

O weel may the keel row,
The keel row, the keel row,
O weel may the keel row,
That my laddie’s in.

It is not theirs, this song they sing.

For a few days, I thought this would be a book about 
your coming and then your arrival. When you decided 
not to stay, it became a book about your absence. That 
is a harder book to write.

Wanting to perfect the art of waiting. The art of being 
at loose angles with things. The art of the bird in the 
woods, mimicking the chainsaw, no worry of oblivion.

Today, I woke and imagined leaves, small and green, 
growing on the image of the stark tree trunks on my 
wallpaper. It was almost too beautiful to bear.



3

Some day, when you are in this world and older, you 
will read with wonder, or suspicion, about these things 
that were here before you, these things that I tried to 
save for you so that you would have something of 
them for yourself.

Now, your father is sleeping. Just the tops of his 
shoulders, the back of his neck, crumpled hair, a shell’s 
curve of ear.

Not now. He does not hear us.


