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“Sitting on the windowsill, she sang… ‘…since I have married you I have left my 
mother, and my sisters have gone away from me, and from a swan I have become 
a true wife to live in happiness with you.... O sweet water, how I long to bathe in 
you… O Lord, what have I done?”

— From “The Story of the Swan Maiden and the King,”  
Romanian Fairy Tale
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Licentious 

When spring comes, I go naked to the lake 
near the hospital where I was born. There 
is my mother, she has brought me a dress
made from April sky. The clouds hang low, 
dragonflies flit over the surface of the water, 
cattails fat and meaty. She tells me come out, 
someone might see me, the bounce 
of my breasts, this ache. I will have to marry the snake 
slivering into the banks, will have to marry the sun, 
a thick hand on my shoulders. How much I resemble 
my little mother even now, holding out fists of earth 
to the morning. Give me a husband who’s never seen the glint 
of my skin, how it looks like a knife, like a fine hide 
to carry home to the children, to place by the fire. 
Give me someone who will weave me a robe 
from the grass behind my childhood home, 
will sit me in the swing where my mother used to rock me 
back and forth singing you have stolen my heart 
now don’t go away. When I call out for him, 
the possum hears me first, long-nosed, a jawful of teeth. 
After I leave, in the middle of the night, 
he comes to my bedside, favors the darkness 
I’ve grown there, the way my sheets pitch up 
into a cave, how I’ve always been bifurcated, 
two halves of a girl, my want so pungent 
it reminds him of his mother, how she’d play 
dead in the road for the hawks,  
pretend to not be so lovely, pouch full 
of babies thick as disease. 



 bFree Flight    
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Like I Won’t Take Something from You 

I bounced to you in the back of my father’s truck, 
over the gravel roads stretching into the cornfields 
so late in the evening, no one was outside 
on the porch, swinging in the night—only the crickets 
and cicadas, the lambs bleating, my father, lit 
cigarette ashing back into my hair. You say 
you love my hair, how golden it is, like new hay 
rolled into tiny suns, the ones we pass on the road now, 
I next to you in your brand-new car, how my hair looks 
almost copper, like pipes—listen, I still feel that lit 
bit of ash, the ember flung back, how 
my hair was on fire, the truck was on fire. My father 
still driving with Guns N’ Roses so loud he couldn’t hear 
or feel me rolling around, that I’d turned 
into a combine harvester, my teeth horizontal and so straight—
This is how I came to wear my hair like this, 
the way you love it, the way it blows in the evening 
wind almost like ready stalks. 
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Investigating the Shudder

Sing of/for all 
the quick glances
missed, cover your eyes
against the light, hermetic—
we are both wanderers 
and this is why I’ve grown 
to want you cut 
off. The world is only 
alive in the palm 
of my hand, take it. 
Be with me 
as a screw in the side,
hinge me. I’ve been so
alone, the hum 
of the television, this 
garden of voices 
and silence, media—
how should I pray 
for this, for you, how can 
I come so selfish before— 
God, grant me this 
other who will never look 
away from my face, as if 
it were a watch face, as if
it could tick down the hours. 
Here is the real story, I am 
Calypso on the beach, or else 
I am not myself, or else 
I know what it means 
to keep someone, to keep you
away from yourself. My pain 
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starts in the groin 
and moves up, I want
you, can give you 
these grapes hanging 
from my mouth, this 
music, this body, can 
take your body, 
build a boat, 
get out clean
as the sea.  
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Pinterest Wedding 

I choose flowers
based on a word 
you said once, something delicate. 
I choose a milky tablecloth 
and gravy laden roast 
beef, rosemary potatoes, 
the way my body will look, 
what I’ll say: Alright. It’s alright. 
The pattern of my face 
a blush rose in a jar full 
of beach glass. I want to tell you 
I am afraid but here is the cold 
and familiar look, almost done, 
almost over-done, that look 
and that jar. I wonder if I can be
what I want, which is a blending 
color, like mint—a calm and soundless
wave in the eye, the image of a living
deer on the side of the freeway.



7

Ball and Chain 

At Michaels, in the aisle where they sell cake toppers, there is a 
whole section of tiny porcelain figures and in each of them, the 
husband is attempting escape. He is running away and the bride has 
her hands on his shoulders or the tail of his tuxedo, she is holding 
him by the shoe, her father is there with his big gun to the temple 
of the groom who is casting a glance to the back door of whatever 
church they’re in, past whatever alter. My mother holds one out to 
me says look, wouldn’t this be cute? Remember in college when we sat 
together, by that lake that was so dirty no one, no matter how wasted, 
would ever swim, and I dipped my toes in and you called me swan, 
you said you’ll go where you want. It was maybe then I knew you saw 
me, how I wanted to fly or float, to cover. How even a mute swan 
will hiss and attack if you get too close. How you called me beautiful 
then, so beautiful and so loud, the way I’d hoot up to the stars, 
the way I showed my teeth. We curved our necks in to make that 
symbol, which comes from the swans, the way they bow, the way they 
sound. The way a heart can be made from two bodies. The way the 
honeycomb of my wing was built for yours. And I say to my mother, 
if anyone is running it is me, but I won’t because it’s you, because you’re 
building me a nest on the bank of my childhood, one where I can sit 
and watch each day break slow, little cygnets aglow in early dawn.  
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Refusal 

In the morning, we turn 
to tissue, our skin crumples
and empties. I peel your eyelid away, 
the thinnest petal—and there you are—
and there is our unborn child, asleep
like a curled piston.  There is my mother. 
I am there, too. When you go, I 
can still smell you—it’s  
pumpkin and split oak seeds, the inside
of a cantaloupe. 
In the afternoon I feel so fat again
with organs, liver
and kidneys and I feel them. I tell you
I am that puddle in the middle of our grass, 
the one that seems to be drawing everything 
else in. At night our breath fogs the windows. 
We are moving our bellies out and in 
like valves. I want to touch you again.
We fall asleep watching ourselves 
empty. The ash falls outside
like snow. Imagine the relic of childhood
is like this. It moves with us. 
It is a femur on the shelf 
of this quiet church. It is nothing
like it was or will be.
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For Granted 

I might manipulate you 
into a crucifixion rib, one 
so lovingly sculpted, it 
juts out and comes alive, 
moves. This is what I have 
always wanted to make you, 
something so intricately thought 
over you are almost 
alive. If I pinch you, I could 
put any sort of pattern there: 
imagine a fold on 
the covering of Christ, that you 
may be so close to the truth, and we. 
That I might make you. 
I want to believe 
that every body needs
worship. Let me—
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Because I Think with You, Maybe I Can 

I learned at fifteen that you can’t walk around 
all day shoeless and wild haired, can’t look in
a crack in the mountain and see the scorpions 
swirling like a tongue. It isn’t your place to ask 
God where he lives, whether in you or in those 
hills or inside the palm of the man you’ll 
marry, my mama said as she looped her crochet 
hook through the eyes, securing those tiny threads 
over each button of the corset on that dress 
she bought me to walk down the aisle to you. 
And I do, it’s all white and taffeta, festooned 
with gold beaded flowers. I am my own landscape. 
I am walking down the aisle to you, my mother 
with her hand firm on my elbow and she is saying 
walk, girl—this is what you’ve been built for. 
Never mind the pain at the heel, the blister 
forming and bursting, how there’s a pool 
of blood on that baby pink paper aisle my mother 
laid herself. The sun beats down like  
a flyswatter. The hills are humming, 
the lake is humming. It’s our song, it’s our bridal 
suite, and I’m here before you. Ready. You’re standing 
so still in the suit your father bought you, with your 
hair so neat. I see it in your eyes, the whole 
sky. The whole entire sky. 
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Vow Exchange 

The cranberry of your throat is a red 
planet. Open your mouth. Drop 
out the earth you collected there,
your vine lungs, a kidney full 
of rain. Listen to the sound 
your blood makes, river-ocean,
a tiny chaos. Divide. Make 
sense of elemental movement, 
the dropping of a solid word, 
a continental formation. I have all
this creative silence, loud 
as the rain on our closed chimney. Open 
your mouth. You are not what 
grows in you, but a vessel 
cracked and spilling, a lunge 
into emptiness, a tongue 
thrusting in and out of my own 
mouth. Make me alright again. Make 
me a new ground. Let your body
play God or serpent to my Eve. 
Marry me naked and open 
mouthed. 




