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for Val, Dot, Katie, Lucy, Mary,


Elizabeth, Peggy, Jane, Lucy, Mary & Mary


and for the women whose names


were never written down





Census, 1810



in those days only white men


were born with names


tallied      free white persons     females


/


tallied     number of slaves


/


each stroke wide enough to hide a life /


each a rifle barrel aiming at a voice /


each a match lit to exhaustion /


a cavity / rough rot in the tooth


filling the mouth with bad taste


with the tongue of omission /





Genesis (1)



And so the first woman went out from the continent of her birth, and occupied the land of Virginia, on the east of the Americas.


And the woman knew her husband; and she conceived, and bare a daughter, who bare a daughter, who builded a plantation.


And unto this plantation was born Mary; and Mary begat Mary, and Mary was the mother of Lucy.


And they called the name of this plantation, after the name of their great desire, Home.





Portrait of My Great Great Great Great Great Great Great Grandmother as Emily Shelby in Uncle Tom’s Cabin



‘a bitter, bitter, most accursed thing! – a curse to the master, and a curse to the slave!’


a white woman stands at the casement


demanding, and is there nothing to be done?


her back to the window, shuttered shut –


with braided hair, in her blue silk gown,


her rope of pearls, their prized white grit – again


she asks her husband, is there nothing to be done?


hers is an ensemble story. the house girl


slips a warming pan between the cotton.


some days, the sheets are sails. some days


a shroud, and there is nothing to be done


but let her husband slip between her body,


between the body of the house girl he owns


the way he owns the casement, pearls,


the blue silk gown. so nothing to be done


but let her own white body bulge, a hogshead


of leaf, a coin-fat purse, a slow stone


pearling in her belly. already she is passing on


the blood-lie: there is nothing to be done.


through her blue silk breast, through the milk


of a wet-nurse (her own child gone),


through umbilical blood: this is how the pearl


will learn to witness, learn the nothing-to-be-done.


and so the white woman teaches the house girl


her letters. each word is a gift, she says – a ribbon


glossy with its own white creed – a knotted


blood-cord at the base of both their tongues.


‘let your mouth give birth to the words, to the body


of text. read with me: and. is. there. nothing. to. be. done.’


*


a white woman stands at the casement
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her back to the window, shuttered shut –
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