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Dedication

In honor of Miriam Naomi Allwardt Shihab (1927–2021)





Epigraph

The small things I love, have they any weight?

So many dialects of green.

And especially the red of housewalls.

—Tomas Tranströmer, from “The Open Window”

It is very strange . . . that I had a mother. Sometimes

I think that I dreamed her too much. I dreamed her so much

that I made her. Almost all mothers are creatures of our dreams.

—Jaime Sabines, from “Doña Luz”

A Zen monk wearing a black robe and carrying a clipboard,

asked me if I was Edie.

I thought he said “eating.”

Not now, I said.
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Introduction

Families. They’re our first circle. We wake up to them as babies, clicking into focus, identifying, absorbing . . . forever discovering who they are.

Who we think they are is only one little window.

It’s always a shock to realize your parent had a full life before you were even born.

Tribe, community, ground zero, baseline, starting point. Easy and hard and mysterious, all at once. You can think you know everything there is to know about a person, but this is never true.

Writing about families is one of the richest topics we have, though I was twenty before I realized this. Until then, I had written about everything else: cats, friends, moods, neighborhoods, loss, weather. The topic arrived for me one day in my university library when I started writing notes about a grumpy older cousin, who was disapproving of me at that moment. I remember feeling so cheered by making those notes, it suddenly seemed my body of writing material had vastly expanded.

Later, when working with kids, I used to begin some writing workshops with a two-thousand-year-old poem by a poet named Vishnavath, from India. We guessed Vishnavath was a young boy, but weren’t sure. Each of Vishnavath’s family members was described through a single metaphor. The mother was a river tending all her tiny streams. The brother was a packhorse carrying burdens. The sister, a doll in a soiled dress. Vishnavath ended with “And I, a kettle of water boiling away into steam.”

I would invite the kids to write about their own families (they could include grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, etc.) in a similar fashion—stacking the lines—and ending with themselves.

Also, if they preferred, they could focus on only one family member and list various metaphors for that person. An “easy assignment” was how I thought of this, and the students always seemed to enjoy it, wanting to share their poems afterward, often asking if they could write another one at home. Sometimes the poems veered off into “difficult material”—one father was a liquor store, but his vodka bottles were thrown all over the floor, not lined on a shelf. I worried about this one, when the student wanted to read it at a reading, even discussing it with the principal, who said, “This young writer is telling his truth!”

And I kept trying to do it myself. After my father died sixteen years ago, I worked on poems for a book about him called Transfer (BOA Editions Ltd., 2011), and found the project comforting and enlightening. I even used some of my dad’s own floating sentences from his notebooks as titles in one section. My mom said, “Hey, what about me?”

After she died in 2021, I worked on Grace Notes. It seemed we were continuing our long, long conversation, as the writer/translator Alastair Reid once described the ongoing dialogue after someone dies. Of course, I had already been taking notes about my mother all my life. Working on some of these poems really made me laugh.

Sometimes, writing about something makes it seem funny for the first time.

All my life, I collected quotes like “The ground beneath your feet is not stable” (Grand Teton National Park) and “It is strange to be here. The mystery never leaves you alone” (John O’Donohue, Ireland). They really helped me feel better when times were rough. It’s easy to take notes. My suggestion would be to take them always, not just in class.

My friend Linda, a ceramic artist, fires pots in her mother’s own old kiln. Blue-gray glazes emerge, with a haunting depth. Maybe we are all born from our mothers’ kilns. Certain shapes of being, thoughts, and ideas, will stay with us no matter what we do. Unexpectedly, voices will pop into our dreams and our days. Why not use them? Let them speak again?

I honor my beautiful, brave mother and know she might take issue with a few of my perspectives, but that’s okay. We were always very open and free in our conversations. I hope that anyone who reads these poems has occasion to think about their own family members even more than mine. It’s our lifetime project. It helps us keep living.

Naomi Shihab Nye

San Antonio, Texas, 2024
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How Parents Ever Get Together Anyway

They might grow up on opposite sides of the world.

Different religions, different foods . . .

then one day they come to a town in Kansas,

take jobs in the same psychiatric hospital,

neither of them doctors . . .

yes, sure, that sounds likely!

The only thing they had in common was

hope

and open minds.

He wore a white jacket

down to his knees.

In the wedding picture

she looks taller than he is,

actually they were the same size.

Born the same year. Two sides of the earth.

Sure! Let’s get married in three months, why not?

What about you? How did your parents

end up in the same spot?

Was it obvious?

Did they live on the same block?

Did they like each other from the first minute?

Did they turn away in first grade?

My father-to-be told a bystander,

I’m going to marry that girl.

The man said, Then you’re crazier than I am.

A seedpod flies through the air.

Nighthawks lay their eggs in gravel.

A butterfly migrates across borders with no papers.

A turtle returns to the same beach.

The fact we exist at all

is a random grace note

of a forgotten symphony.





Mother Muscle

So many questions you will want to ask your mother.

Where all her dresses went.

How she knew so much, about every single subject.

She read Emily Dickinson to me when I was three.

The poems were short. She could read one,

then read it again if I asked.

But what made her take that book off the library shelf

to begin with?

She was a painter, not a poet.

Still, she knew words better

than I ever would.

No “me and him,”

no “ain’t,” 

in her presence.

Once she wrote to a TV program

called Leave It to Beaver

because Beaver said “ain’t.”

They wrote back, apologized.


I worried my whole life she would die.

Did she worry I would die?

My friend Laila says motherhood love is a muscle

that gets strengthened in all times, beautiful and challenging.

I was born nine months and nine days

after my mother’s wedding.

Was she ready?

Mother muscles become tough. They have to.

People pulling on them

all the time. Ferocious mamas

stomping through the tangled wilderness

searching for berries. Mamas worrying

night and day.

We want, we want, we want.


Who is your mother?

Some days, that tree is my mother.

When I paint, I become my mother.

Her hand inside my hand.

Her eyes inside mine.

But we see different things.

We traveled together from a far galaxy

and split into different generations when we got close

to Earth. Once, we were the same age.

We will be again.





Mother Anthem

Yes, no.

Maybe, maybe someday, maybe never,

you shouldn’t, we might—

I still need to be taken care of, too.

A rocking cradle of notes

holds the restless child,

calms the flurry.

Now rest beneath night’s shadow . . .

made shadow more a friend.

Unending, this song.

You will always need it.

My friends whose mothers died too young

lived very different lives.

We all live different lives, but this

deepest shadow

settling on the roof at night

was with them always,

only rising

when the world wrapped around them

in a warm enough way.

I saved my wedding dress,

stitched it myself,

heavy silk,

what will you ever do with it?

Living in a plastic bag.

No one wants to be hemmed in.





Map Factory

Somewhere a map of your life

is being drawn by a quiet hand in a noisy room.

A child steps off a bus in gray drizzle.

Elevator mouth opens,

the child presses 3 and rides up alone.

The child is three so she can remember this.

Mama stands at a tall gray table

in a room full of men.

She is sketching something on a large pad.

When she lifts the child up to show her,

the child sees crossing lines, dotted lines,

softly drawn.

Someday this map will be able to show a pilot

where to fly, Mama says excitedly.

Can you imagine it? What would

everything look like from a plane?

The child shakes her head.

The mother shakes her head.

She can’t imagine it either.





Legacy

My whole life

would not have happened without

a man whose name I do not know

who died in the snow.

He was young,

had been married only three months

to my mama’s best friend.

Walking on a wintry path in Kansas,

he toppled into a snowbank, dead.

That’s it. All the information.

When he died so suddenly

my mama moved to the town

where his young bride lived,

to console her for a few months

as she got over the shock.

Her friend had a job,

so my future mama got a temporary job

selling sewing machines

and a volunteer job in a hospital,

where she met my dad

who had just landed

from the other side of the world.

See?

The snowbank.

The poor frozen man.

I owe him everything.





It Was Lace on a Life to Have a Mother

Think of it.

The idea of being.

Where it begins, then shifts.

Her voice inside you,

humming with stomach

and heart.

Crooning, singing,

reminding,

welling up like wind.

Slight cinnamon scent, texture

of skirt or trousers, when you

first start gripping on.

Watching her

to see

if she laughed.

The sweater

she is always

knitting. 

For ten years!

With green mountains in it.

She is taking care of you.

You will be this way.

Someday you will have

patience.

She didn’t mind mess,

my mother,

no, she gloried in it.

You

cleaned

it up.
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