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This is a work of creative nonfiction, generously defined. As in, fictions permeate the memories, bodies, stories, textures, and names described herein. One might call these autofictions. Or one might call them casualties of human fallibility, of memory. Suffice is to say, once upon a time, they were inspired by a version of the truth.
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“My name, my body. Such versions, I occupy.” 


~Bhanu Kapil






“...my body does not have the same ideas I do.”



~Roland Barthes
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INDENTATIONS
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What I know is smaller than you’d think: my finger 

when I touch the moon-chewed driftwood on my desk. 

A single lemon seed, forgotten in a cup. Maybe you can’t see this.

Like I said, it’s small—small and intricate, which is to say, 

the truth. People often think that truth is vast: untenable, 

like love or god or sungold desert. People are wrong about this. 

You, I think, are wrong. You aren’t looking 

close enough. I am asking—

and when I say you, I might be speaking to my finger as it reaches, 

stretching down the hollow cup-neck darkness. 

Or I might be speaking to the fingers of a former lover 

as he passes me outside the window of a coffee shop, or grips 

the flesh around my hipbones in the sweatdrip of last summer. 

Or I might be speaking to the fingers of a lover who is very new: 

to red and rust, patterning the sheets after he reaches, 

stretches up inside. Sometimes I’m no bigger than a question, 

than a finger, than an eyeball, than a bite mark, than a voice 

wrapped up in all of you [seawood, citrus, bone]. This 

is what I’m trying to explain: how slippery it is—you are—

and why, eventually, we find ourselves un-soggy, first, then dry. 

Forgotten in our dailiness, and every night, the moon 

making another hungry pass. This is how it always goes. 

What I know is true [the way this water on my tongue 

and now my throat and my esophagus and trickling between my ribs 

is true]: that when I said I would still love you for a while, 

I was both lying 

and confessing. And what of it? What does it matter 

if tonight the moon is full, its body stretched and eight-limbed 

like a spider, and the sidewalk sweats with new May heat, and you 

are in an airplane heading south over the moonrise hills, and I 

am in a short red dress you loved once, slipped once 

up over my thighs and belly skin, slipped the flowers 

and the cotton up and up but not all the way off 

and fucked me fast and scared the cat? What does it matter 

if you loved me once, and once upon a time last May 

you were again boarding a plane? Or maybe you: 

who so often left me without leaving, 

your body always running warm, 

your eyes forever fixed upon the stars? Or you, 

who sits beside me even now, your closeness like a postcard, 

your absence hovering between us like a breath? 

It matters because of this again. Because the pattern is a wave. 

Because the pattern is a river. Because the pattern

is a hidden cove receding from a shore 

that I have never seen and always known. I say again [nearly: 

to a quick-fuck afternoon in May, to a red dress or your hands]

—but you would say that isn’t how it works. And I would say 

that you are wrong. This is what I know. This is how I work. 

Suppose I wandered back into again 

and counted every lemon that you bought because I told you 

that I liked them, squeezed and dropped into hot water 

in the morning. Every seed caught waterlogged and left 

to crack-dry in the sink. Suppose I wandered back into again 

and wondered at this hunger: what drives the biting—wanting—

yours, and mine? Suppose I counted off the letters 

of the alphabet: A, then B, then C, and then—?

Suppose I wandered back to pick the lock that keeps me 

separate from you [no matter how conjoined our bodies 

might have been some nights and mornings: 

wet and stuck so close that no air could get through, 

or wet and bleeding on the white sheets of your strange white bed, 

or dry and slick just like a dream birth, like a pearl]. 

Suppose I recognize how much I have resisted this—containment—

even as I hunger[ed] for your arms [a box] 

to crawl inside. And then suppose I say: this is not about you. 

You might think I’m lying. You would be wrong. 

This is not about the you you think you know—the you 

of two strong wrists and thinning hair, three tattoos and one 

weak heart. Or you of poetry and sea glass eyes, of menthol 

and my favorite hands. Or you of hair so long and black 

and heavy like a funeral, soft palms brown and laced

with sweat. Or even you: as in, the you of me: 

of here and now and lip-bit thought, of flitting hands 

and bony shoulders, bloodshot eyeballs, tongue tracing 

the outline of night-bludgeoned teeth. Not as such. 

What I mean to say: this is not about your body. 

Later, there will be nothing left. 

I am trying to explain. All the yous inside of me—

voices, fingers, citrus, teeth—

and how they touch. How they beckon and recede. How they bite 

into the weave of me, then stick. 

I want to talk about your body as a mordant form. 

About components—yours and mine [fingers, forearms, 

tattoos, lemons, sea glass, cat hair]and how they constitute 

a frame. A pattern [box]: nesting all of you and me and us inside. 

Something to contain the things I’ve come to know 

or want to. All the small things that are true.

All the small things that are true again. It isn’t easy. 

Not like orange pith, or greengold 

prairie hills in springtime, or a quick red dress. 

The truth is more like reaching: as I run my finger 

down the dishsoap-slick ceramic, groping for the seed. 

Or else it is the want. I want to know— 

want someone to want to know about the seed.
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MADONNA OF THE MASTER BATH
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Fall is coming. I find myself walking past East City Park, daydreaming of trouser socks. A hot Americano in a blue ceramic cup. This morning, I am working from my desk. The leaves outside my window have begun to turn, but in a way that seems unnatural—as in, burnt orange at the edges due to heat and smoke, in this sense literally burnt. They rustle: the sound a crispness more like crumpled paper than North Idaho in autumn. 

Inside the window: on the ledge above my books, one air plant is thriving. The other is quite dead. I haven’t thrown it out yet—less because I have some hope of its return than because it was a gift from a friend who has since moved to Seattle, and the little gold-ridged pot reminds me of her.

Re-potting isn’t like me. I have the most un-green of thumbs. Still, something about today and this new nearly-autumn-almost-chill moves my fingers into weak and skinny roots, into rocks and dirt, until the last gasp of air plant—browning, limp—falls into the trash. In its place, I scoop the little body of a succulent I’d purchased—frivolously, earnestly—at a writing residency in Port Townsend, Washington, last summer. The same residency where I’d met the friend who gave me the now indecorously interred air plant. 

Yesterday I broke my favorite green wine glass in the sink. 

It seemed like it should be bad luck, but then the day was rich. 

I am not a very superstitious person—but suddenly, I wonder 


about breaking other things. 





~~~
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Several weeks ago, I went to the dentist to pick up a night guard: clear plastic apparatus molded in the same shape as my gums and teeth. To stem the grinding—finally, at thirty-two, after several years’ suggestion. At first, I did not make the connection: the way the dreams unfurled darker, stranger, once I started wearing it to bed—


[Inside: men and doors and threesomes that I do not want to be a part of, someone leaving for bananas, apples, condoms. You are also there. This is both a comfort and a horror. You are on the phone, then in the shower, telling everyone about the threesomes and the fruit. Next, an older student reaches out, his fingers, rubs my shoulder, seizes the fabric of my shirt, the collar. You are there and you are not there—]



All of this revolves around my body. This dream, the narrative, too vivid, bright—more real than bone. Teeth are barriers. My mind assaults the bone to keep from feeding on itself. Plastic does not work the same. The dentists warned me: this thing inside my mouth won’t stop the grinding. It only mitigates the damage. I do not want to lose my teeth. I also do not know if he and I share understandings of this word: DAMAGE.
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Evening. A chill that hits my shins. Skips the ampleness of thigh, then centers, pinned, against mid-spine. Spreading like white paint along each rib-cage wing. 

I receive a text from B—the ex who now lives down the hall, who is now my neighbor—to say that he’s left wine outside the door. I didn’t ask for wine. I asked for packing tape. This is because he is my neighbor, and we are trying to be friends, and I didn’t want to buy a roll of tape just to return these sunglasses that looked elegant online but look bad against my face. It has been almost exactly seven months since we broke up. I say as much via text—that is, about the tape; not about the glasses, or my face, or passing time. I say as much, and within minutes he is at my door, packing tape in one hand and his tiny blue-gray cat against his shoulder. 

He knows I will invite them both to come inside [I do] and let her explore and sniff my furniture, my walls, my books [I do]. We talk about the tasting at the wine shop where he works, about the fruity nose on this year’s vintage of a stalwart Côte du Rhône. We watch the cat explore my closet, crevices behind the bed, beneath the couch. She saves the bed itself for last, makes as if to settle, then shifts her attention to the windowsill and perches there instead, observing from the inside out.

~~~
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Once, when I was young, I dreamt I gave birth to a cat. I was fourteen, and I was inside the dream, which happened in my brain, inside my body. 


[Inside: I was wearing this electric coral dress. It was a long dress, from the ‘70s, a disco vibe in heavy polyester with a cutout belly, patterned, woven loops and mesh and showing skin without the skin, a hint without the actual of skin. I was fourteen and my hair was brown and long and I was tall already for my age but still not quite grown in (to ears and nose and bangs and wisdom teeth never erupted, not yet pulled) and I was so, so calm. I can remember this distinctly. Everything about the inside of this—dreaming, body, birth—I can remember. How I walked up just three stairs into my parents’ then-bedroom. Walked into their master bathroom, closed the sliding door, moved the whole time like a woman older than I was, somebody worldly, with secrets. How I closed the sliding door and went inside and when I opened it again, it turns out, I had given birth. As in, I went inside the inside of the inside of my mind and there, it seems, I had been pregnant. Invisibly—no straining on the fabric of the belly mesh, the loops, the heavy polyester—but nevertheless, a mother (nearly). I gave birth to a cat. This was, inside the inside of the thing—the dream, my mind, my body—utterly un-strange. I was so calm. I looked beatific: odd Madonna of the master bathroom and the Russian Blue, a smile on my lips, the black-blue-gray of cat (not kitten but a full-grown cat—this seems important) huddled whole and gorgeous at my coral breast]
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Saturday. You and I. We meet downtown. We walk the Farmer’s Market. Get coffee. After two full years of friendship, and now two hot summer months of something we’re not quite sure how to name, this is the closest to a date we’ve managed yet. It is a perfect, yellow-gold, September kind of day. We decide to hike. 

Stickers from the tall dry grass, clinging to my socks. The very fact of socks at all; remembering to bring a sweater; autumn. Even this seems resonant, somehow. The season. Change, and chill. You throw a leaf against the slime-green film of—what is it, anyway? Algae? Stagnant green that coats this silent pond, keeps the surface still—and nothing moves. You crouch to take a photograph, analog, black & white film, your father’s camera. You tell me stories of your father, of your mother, how they met. We walk in no particular direction. 

I stand a bit behind and take a photograph of you. 

Earlier, you took several of me. I’m never quite sure what to do with my hands in photographs that are supposed to be candid but aren’t. I wonder if you will develop them. If the black & white will pick up, as you say, all the shadows crossing over shades of brown and gold. September on the Palouse prairie. How you will remember me inside the photograph: 




[flannel, turquoise, wind]
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Cats have sharp little teeth. 

I do not have a cat of my own. But I have welcomed marks—small rounds, surface punctures—along the skin between my thumb and index finger. The gnaws that sweet-hurt—that I often wish would stay until the morning. There is a pull, an almost-eroticism, about the challenge, and subsequent pleasure, of earning [winning?] intimacy with other people’s cats. 

Especially men. 

Especially lovers. 

Correction. The qualifier was a lie. I know it, even as I write the words. These bites, the marks, aren’t almost erotic. Do I seek them out? These men with cats? The pleasure of the not-quite-puncture? The flash of skin or hurt or in-between-ness that is toothmarks, that is not my cat, that is seduction, that is the space between, before—


[an indentation]



Cats can only move their jaws up and down, up and down. Not side-to-side. Hence the puncture; little sweet-hurt gnaw. A cat would not, could not, grind her teeth. 


Perhaps, after all this, I’m just jealous.





What do cats dream? How? What if I am sleeping with a man, and that man’s cat, and said cat crawls onto my chest or curls against my stomach or the sleep-droop of my thigh, and we are both asleep and dreaming, and she purrs or speaks or moves
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