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Offering can mean a thing presented or sacrificed “in worship or devotion,” “in tribute or as token of esteem.” My father gave me The Shorter Oxford English Dictionary because he didn’t know about rows of fabric-clad volumes full of citations. That’s what I wanted. All the possibilities of that verbal noun.

That’s what you think when you receive a Facebook message from a former teacher. When a person is chosen, complex feelings may accompany being chosen. 

What it means to be a very smart girl, a girl who can go far—beyond where you are: which is why he takes such interest. Why he worries, years later, because he didn’t _____ you, that you might think yourself “unattractive” or “unworthy” or unlovable.

You’re told you’ve always been precocious. That at your first doctor’s appointment, you flirted with the doctor when he changed your diaper. 

Each story presents a mirror of itself: 

You dream about a species of hummingbird that flies very low to the ground; dies if looked at too long. You spend your days pointing it out, then begging people to look away.

When asked why you’re a poet, you answer instead why you’re a good eater:

there’s nothing I won’t try / I don’t throw the skins away / and I’ve been known to gnaw a bone.
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Owls are all kinds of omens: if an owl

flies in the daylight someone

nearby will come to harm. Owl-song

between houses sings of a girl-become-woman, 

that archaic threshold crossed. 

Some traditions hold owls the souls of women,

either sacred or witches.

We have messaged each other twice

in twenty years—but today I’m thinking

about the time an owl landed in the passenger

seat of your car and you drove on, frozen 

unsure what to do. You looking at the owl 

& the owl looking at you.

Athena’s mascot was the owl, sitting

on her shoulder, assisting with her blind side. In college 

my mother sent me a small glass owl, hoping. Home 

one break, she warned me my diaphragm 

might need retreading. My youngest nephew

likes to play which god or goddess we’d each be—

first he gave me Medusa, 

and I told him there was nothing

wrong with turning a man to stone.

I lied; the year after we finally ended, we 

still talked quite a bit, about

if it was really over—and other things

I don’t think I should say. The owl 

in your car a perfect object lesson. If an owl 

is nailed to the door of a house

evil stays away. This Christmas I’ve been

following updates of a college friend losing

her husband—diagnosis to death

in less than a month. Hammer that feathered carcass

to the barn door and keep each sheep

warm & dry, away from wolves.

I will always be hungry

for news of you: harbinger

of owl calls, seer who could never 

make out the shape of wings 

silhouetted against the sun.

Even if we knew to cook owl eyes 

to ash and eat them by the handful, we

ignore what’s right in front of us.

Your name makes me flinch; your wife’s too. Even

after my kin relented and gave me Aphrodite, 

I knew I was only every character

in every story in every tradition who died

from looking back. You drove with me 

in the passenger seat for years

and we pretended we weren’t afraid.  
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Things I Would Tell a Daughter: A Poetics
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