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‘If you don’t become the ocean, you’ll be seasick everyday’


– Leonard Cohen





The Book of Tides



Like that, the old lass could switch into a ship’s mast,


stood on that cliff, air wringing a swell of hips


out of her skirt. Then, she was Ma again,


dragging me through the plothery snicket,


back to the cottage. Outside tinkled and strode.


Fishermen knocked, bags of whelks at the door,


trout like rainbows dandled in raw hands.


Aye,


the woman had a knack for the wind, knew it,


whisper to gale. She got weather the way a mute


woman, married forever, spoke to her husband


without saying a word. I did not know if I’d live


my magic too, if I’d ever cut through the bluster


and blow in an ear to know when to will


a man home or wreck him en route.


Flick,


flick, at licked pages in her big Book of Tides,


I watched her spit and tie the sky up, a snap


of fringe knotted into a handkerchief slipped


into a breast pocket. Sometimes she stared


at wolves chasing the window, landlocked clouds


circled the house. The ships sailed right enough.


Fingers in pockets stroked our blood knots


like starved birds pecking for scraps of a heart.





In the Absence of Mary



I have taken to wearing a blue shift


to absorb the look in your eyes, ever since


that afternoon you spoke of being chosen.


The daylily stars on the ledge softening


their points, only hours left. Once more,


we uncovered our hair, streams


no one had yet followed to the arch


of our backs, clinging to our damp necks.


No more would we dream of the sea,


stepping into that deadness to feel


our limbs lift. Salt lipped, afloat


on a surge of what women should be.


I carried the linen with you to the line,


aware of a rustle of doves in the olives,


shuffles of feather whispering what if…


Holding sheets to the sun, you grew wings.


I stepped into your shadow, overlapped,


already knowing later I would sit


where you sat, count a cross-stitch of stars,


and stuff the shawl you left up my dress.





Featherweight



The farrier hands me a stone like an egg, clefted, heart-shaped enough. I pocket it, laden with love. On the way home, I rush past a hush of reeds and picture a walk down the aisle. We’ll marry on a Monday when the church costs less. I will wear a plain shift, loaded with only one shade of white, watermarks ironed off my back.


Outside the woodshed, Mother bites the webs of her hands to black scabs. I nod. We speak only hisses. Our eyes are varnish, keep what we don’t say intact. She knew it was coming. I’m old enough. Eventually I was going to be loved. She lights the swan skin. It burns like a sigh. The air plucks smoky strands, wisps dust a chalked moon.


The skin felt too big, hand-me-down feathers too heavy for flight. Then, it fit like a blizzard, down between my legs tickled my petticoat to shreds, swept my skinny legs up. It was the same for her, I suppose – all this flying and loving and not knowing how to stop. The steel of our wings can break first love’s back – we do not know our span. Boys who got too close snapped, spines skinny rushes whistling in the wind.


The skin spits. Mother pokes ash, her neck is a coat hook hanging up the moonlight.


I, too, will marry a man who never saw me as a swan. He will not know as birds we miss nothing. Yet when he kisses me, softly, woman, I miss my beak.
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