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	“Your absence has gone through me

	Like thread through a needle. 

	Everything I do is stitched with its color.”

	—W.S. Merwin

	 

	“I thought: I cannot bear this world a moment longer.

	Then, child, make another.”

	—Madeline Miller, Circe
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ASK ORPHEUS, ASK LOT’S WIFE

	it’s a sin to look back. on burnt cities, on deepest love. 

	to tread worn paths, to relish reruns. 

	learn from history or repeat it, but always keep 

	your eyes ahead. let the sun go down on what 

	we were, be enamored with what is. 

	 

	we’re in it now, my love. the underworld behind, hope 

	ahead—how can I not look to you, oh starlight? 

	rue or rejoice, how can you ask me not to watch 

	my old life burn? all gods are tyrants, fashioned 

	in their creator’s image. my body turns on its axis, 

	yesterday and tomorrow trapped in peripheral. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	

I. MISSOURI GIRL

	
The Moths

	My grandmother collected 

	moths that loitered around 

	her back-porch light, stored 

	 

	them in an old shoebox 

	in the pantry. I sat coloring

	at the kitchen table, heard 

	 

	the rustle of brown and gray 

	wings behind the closed door, 

	the growing panic of a trapped 

	 

	creature. To this day, I can 

	think of no earthly reason why 

	my grandmother would catch 

	 

	and slowly murder moths 

	in a cardboard casket. 

	Must have been a dream—

	 

	one of those night images 

	that clung to me as a child 

	until it took on the haunting 

	 

	 

	 

	sheen of memory. She baked

	sugar cookies and apple pies,

	let six-year-old me name

	 

	 

	her dog, paste cartoon stickers 

	to her vanity mirror. But 

	for the life of me, I keep 

	 

	remembering those goddamn 

	moths, the desperate flutter 

	only slightly worse than 

	the silence that followed. 

	 


Echoes

	measure night’s passage in headlight rectangles // I am not who I thought I would be / and yet / I know myself now / a way I didn’t then / an intimacy I didn’t realize I lacked // in the mirror / I touch my face / lean forward until gold / flecks shimmer in my eyes / another, distant galaxy // green the highway patrol officer called them / the one who passed me on my second driver’s test / glancing up in a quiet Friday office // hazel the word my mother used / pair of jewels she gave me / credit due // my gray-eyed sibling / too close in temper and shape / to be foundling / although I’m sure they dream of it / not belonging to any of us // when they were born / my grandmother bought me a lion shirt / the only time she gave me / a thing I asked for // I wore it to the hospital / bewildered by the wide-eyed creature / in my arms // we still perplex one another / but we are too much the same / cut whole-cloth from two people / who don’t like the things / we turned out to be // twenty years from now / I can’t say where and who we will become / but they will call / and I will answer.

	 


Displaced

	In the front yard stood a big tree—old, broad, solid.

	They didn’t tear it down. This is not 

	that kind of story. It’s probably still 

	there, looking out over the street, 

	but I am not. This is that kind of story.

	 

	There are keys on my metal ring

	that open doors I haven’t seen 

	in years. Likely all the locks 

	have changed, and I own keys

	that open nothing.

	 

	I once said the hardest thing 

	I’d ever done was delete a dead man 

	from my phone. 

	 

	On the elementary school playground,

	we picked yellow dandelions, rubbed petals

	inside each other’s arms, called the marks

	pee stains. A joke no one laughed at, tired 

	before it was even told.

	 


Urban Folklore

	I learned a different language, hints of frail

	heritage my mother clung to in a little white 

	 

	house on the wrong side of the tracks. Reading 

	rain in inside-out leaves on trees, storm in pale 

	 

	red shift of sky, wishes on upturned hems. Beliefs

	I thought universal until I voiced them aloud. 

	 

	No country wisdom for either side of my family, 

	town people both, but still whimsical drips, inherited

	 

	weather-predicting and ghost stories, passed down

	from grandmother to mother to me. A recluse witch 

	 

	who lived across the street, healed my aunt’s burnt

	hands as a toddler. A dead man knocking at the window,

	 

	politely bringing news. This lore was all I had to feel 

	mysterious, to convince myself I was someone 

	 

	who saw hidden things, had a third eye and sixth 

	sense, heard whispers late at night from shadows 

	 

	running along the wall. We all just want to be special, 

	something striking, something more. And I wanted 

	 

	to look death in the eye, to feel haunted in daylight, 

	because then I wouldn’t feel so very much alone. 

	
June Burial

	She was the center that couldn’t hold,

	frozen in sepia, never quite in color.

	Lived too long, knew too many ghosts.

	 

	They took to knocking on windows

	most nights, muttering about caught fish.

	She thought to follow them, but it took

	 

	her years to find the path beneath the stars,

	where the moon held water and cicadas

	screamed to the black sky. At the funeral

	 

	her smug daughter-in-law pronounced her 

	a last-minute Republican convert,

	as though that secured her ticket to heaven.

	 

	It was hot in the cemetery, counting

	my relatives among the rows and watching

	her lavender casket descend—

	 

	the box she’d chosen decades before.

	Among the flowers stood the arrangement

	my in-laws had sent. I didn’t take it 

	 

	 

	 

	home, although my aunt asked me to. 

	I didn’t want a keepsake, another thing 

	to look after, on top of two cats and a dog,

	 

	 

	a rental house on a cul-de-sac full of windows

	missing screens the landlord months

	before had promised to finally replace.
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