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Natal

Your name day our first battleground. Holding you
inside, on my birth day. I kept you sheltered long
enough to gift you your own. Telling you,

 
Not yet.
We will separate.
You will have your own day.

 
You thrummed time against my gargling uterus
with your insistent heels. Two days
your poking fingers teased, until steak dinner at that

 
bleak sports bar. Your father and I interrupted by
a stab. Invisible tiny-iron-mace-stab into lumbar.
I gathered breath. Passenger manifest

 
now made public.
Time to release you from your water crib.
Wanting our privacy— a veil through this labour,

 
this production-of-mystical you, I stalled the hospital,
slithered home to gather birth supplies.
Through mace-burns, I remembered, three months

 
earlier, I’d had a natal dream—you and I, battling
birth. Just us, until a nurse came through a doorway
and asked your name. I shared the one you told me,

 
not the one I’d picked. You, insistent now, beat out
rhythms every three. At midnight, at hospital, nurse
told me

 
Go home.
No dilation.

Dr. prescribed me Seconal

 
Two weeks early.
Those pains are Braxton
Hicks.

Hiccups.
We are outnumbered.
I retreated from that battle, hobbled home,

 
took those pills, sleepy through that mace,
now grown anvil-hot,
my spine branded: Virago.

 
My mind strained
to sail away into a nameless country of
cease-fire.

 
Doctor ordered.
At 4 a.m., I rocked into contractions.
Sweaty nightgown between my teeth to keep my

 
groans silent as your father slept. You struggled
lower. I woke your father—he, scared-cranky now,
called curt Doctor who said,

 
No baby for two weeks.
Let us all sleep.
Usher her quickly.

 
If the Doctor won’t deliver, I’ll do it by myself.
I, now helpless, became a salt sailor.
Course uncharted,

 
steering into an ocean battleground of
roiling waves filled with flaming
weapons dealt on each contraction strike.

 
You chose that moment to break water. Doctor heard
transition sounds—those groans grown
agrestal.

 
Now, they translated.
Remorseful Doc instructed father—
Usher her quickly.

 
Your father, on his crutches, not going anywhere with
haste. I crawled to the car myself.
At hospital, a wheelchair sweeps me to the elevator.

 
On the birth floor, same nurse loudly barks,
Not ready for delivery.
Two weeks early.

 
I, responding with the calm of chaos-certainty,
No. Now.

 
After checking, nurse, all wounded with apology.
At eight centimeters, there was no epidural option.
I felt free and warriorlike

 
fighting for you.
Winning.
the 23-year-old me chanted.

 
Winning.
Forty-five minutes later, you silent and staring,
physical manifestation,

 
someone who had always been here with me.
On my ribs now, you lifted head and told me,
I am.

 
You were always the present
Hunger

 

 

The day you cried 
on the way to Montessori school
and told me you had no friends

 

I asked why you felt that way
and talked you into going.
When we pulled up, several children

 

ran to the fence, chanting your name,
excited now that you
were there.                             

 

Look.
These are all your friends.
You smiled at them with such citrus surprise.

 

Your birthday parties—all the parties at our home
through the years—you worried no one would show up. We barely had space for all your friends.

 

The linalool love spilled around our house. Could you feel it then, 
or later at my last party for you? Your music school 

 

graduation party. They came. They all came.
Family, friends, neighbors.
All of them, filled with limonene love for you.

 

For your talent. Your drive. For you.
You looked for encouragement from your uncles. Mirrors in your cousins. You looked for

 

recognition—for the true nest of love.
That night, we stood in the kitchen, we washed dishes together. I asked if you felt happy to see everyone, 

 

and   
you smiled. 
Sweet.

 

You peeled an orange.
Its  scent filled the kitchen
long after you'd gone up the stairs.

 

It filled the empty space
you left—
the uneaten orange

 
You Can Blow Out a Candle, but You Can’t Blow Out a Fire

 

You sang all the words to Biko 
And you knew it was a eulogy.
You rang meditation bells. 

 

Those Backseat Buddha 
statements echo from the car seat.
What’s the secret of the world,

 

we asked you.

No hitting.

 

No pause taken, as if we all should know
Riding Shotgun

 

 

Remember when your first-grade teacher 
failed to introduce that social- 
services man present at the parent–teacher meeting,

 

held because your parents were young lesbians.


I think it must be hard on him.

What makes you think so?

 

You're being… different,

she answered.
That social services man, uncomfortable with 

 

that chat, 
apologized, excused himself, and left. 
That teacher was fired after one year. 

 

We lived in a neighborhood with a high number of nannies per capita.

so, you must be the nanny?

 

I heard almost daily due to my youth and dress.
Remember the unprincipled principal who wouldn't identify the parent who dragged you into school

 

by the neck, because he thought you’d taken his child’s shoe.
I’m pretty sure I frightened us all with

 

my quick and fiery temper,
about her incompetence, and ability to lead. She was fired, years later, for inappropriate behavior with 

 

her coworkers. 
Remember your 7th-grade teacher
who said on your first day at a new school 

 

that you were

going to be trouble.

For talking out of turn, she labeled you with titles you 

 

hadn't earned yet, but you were comically proud 
and eager to live up to. You were not the trouble.
She fled that roundtable parent meeting when I 

 

brought it up. Your other teachers, silent.
Years later, I learned she choked a 
student. Also fired.

 

The same me fights with your Canadian Doctor—  
rolling, like the nursing task performed to keep your skin 

 

from degrading—degrading, 
the way the neuro Doctors come
whenever I’m not there

 

 
In the Waiting Room

 

 

We collect minds.
Search intimation in photos,
music, tufts of hair, teeth, cuttings. Silent

 

in the company of those other parents,
those other friends, as we try to stop time. If I, 
out of mind, panic, clutch stranger, strangle answers

 

from questions choked out that night,

 

Spiders crawl out of dingy corners.
We bow to hand sanitizers each time that corridor door intercom demand names, ours, theirs,

 

prone patients mute, snuffed, accidents having.
One night, a tsunami threatens to wipe
all lower Victoria,

 

hospital, patients, waiting room, waiters.
Outside, it is pouring, and a violent storm rages. But there is more destruction inside.

 

Gauzy sacrifices made, stoic put aside and gathered secretly again. Band-aid pacts. Thaumaturgy.
Impossibilities. Those dimming, aged fluorescents.

 

We cannot see each other in this space. Silent.
Spin, pray, pause, relentlessly breathe,
and You, God, the sly remote,

 

crouching in the corner easy chair.
As less of us tapped knees during the waiting, we could ask to be forgiven.

 

We could blame, confess, could search for absolution elsewhere than on sick colored,
mustard-smelling, sticky counters.

 

Walls,
Paint,
The burnt coffee

 

hope abiding in that room.
The reckoning. The wee, spiked hammers 
we conceived behind our eyes
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