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For the women who wrote it down anyway.


 

 

I kept a notebook because I wanted

to be the one who got to say what happened.

— Lena Marsh, @poetwithquotes,

post deleted


 

A Note Before You Begin

This is a novel about a woman who writes about her own life and then publishes it. It is explicit. It is, at moments, raw in the way that confession is raw — first-person, unsoftened, and not always kind. It is also a novel about consent: about what one person can give another in writing, and what cannot be given in writing, and what gets kept in a drawer.

It is also not a memoir. The poet at the center of this book is a character. So is everyone she writes about. If a line lands in your chest and you think you know who it's about, that is the book working as intended. The book is not, by intention, about anyone in particular except the woman writing it. The woman writing it is not the woman whose name is on the cover.

If you came here because you read her on the internet, welcome. The notebook in this book is not the notebook on the internet. They are sisters. They are not the same.

— L.M.


 

A Note on the Form

This book alternates. Prose chapters carry the story forward; poems sit between them like rooms the narrator stepped into and could not leave the same way she came in. Each poem is dated. Each poem belongs, by the architecture of the book, to the chapter that precedes it.

The poem that closes Part Two is the one she gave him. The poem that closes Part Three is the one she did not.

The book ends, in March a year after the call, on a single line in green ink in the third notebook — the line the whole book has, in three parts, in fifteen chapters, been moving toward.

— L.M.


 

Contents

Part One — The Notebook

i.   Half a Million Strangers

poem — for the boy who taught me to keep my voice down

ii.   The Account

poem — for the one who called it a phase

iii.   A Line I Did Not Post

poem — for the man at the bookstore reading

iv.   The Message

poem — for the husband who is not mine

v.   He Knows the Cadence

poem — for the body I forgot was mine

Part Two — The Reader

vi.   The Weekday Man

poem — for the weekday man

vii.   The First Page

viii.   What He Tells Me

poem — for the man who stopped going home

ix.   The Manuscript

poem — for the man whose name I will not use

x.   What He Sees on the Page

poem — for the second notebook of you

Part Three — The Publication

xi.   The Auction

poem — for the six weeks we have given ourselves

xii.   The Editor From London

poem — for the third one

xiii.   The Last Fourteen Days

poem — for the editor who said the book is the keeping

xiv.   The London Hotel

poem — for the long way to the airport

xv.   The Line

poem — for the corner of sixth and eleventh


PART ONE

The Notebook


i.

HALF A MILLION STRANGERS

Half a million people read me before breakfast.

That is the Tuesday number. By Friday it's closer to six hundred thousand. By Sunday I have stopped looking. I post a poem at 7:14 on Tuesday morning — someone once told me 7 a.m. was too eager and 8 a.m. was too late — and by the time the kettle clicks I have a hundred and forty new comments and an email from a literary agent I have been ignoring for eight months.

The poem is about a man I slept with in October.

I don't say his name. I have never said any of their names. The whole point of the account is that none of them know it's about them, and the half a million who read it think it's about them. @poetwithquotes. Fifteen poems posted in three years. Half a million followers who have never asked who I am.

His name was Theo. The poem is called what you said in the kitchen at 2 a.m. It is forty-one words long. I wrote it the morning after. I posted it eleven months later. Between the writing and the posting, he married someone else and moved to Lisbon, and wrote me one email saying I saw your post and it gutted me, and I did not write back because I had already used the part of me that knew what to say to him.

I make coffee. I do not look at the comments. I look at the comments.

this is so me

who hurt you queen

OBSESSED

tagging him so he knows

A woman in São Paulo has tattooed line three on her ribs. She sends me the photo every six months as if I might forget. The line is I learned the shape of your silence in a room I will never enter again, which is the kind of thing that sounds better than it is. The tattoo is more honest than the poem.

The kettle clicks. The cat has not come down. The neighbor on the floor below is running the dishwasher, which means it's past seven-thirty, which means I'm supposed to be working, which means I'm about to not work.

I open the notebook.

It's a Leuchtturm 1917, dotted, A5, the cover the color of old wine. My third one. The first two are in a shoebox under my bed because I read somewhere you should not throw away the early ones. The third is half full. The ribbon has moved twice in nine months.

The notebook is not the account.

This is the thing no one knows. The account is what I show. The notebook is what I write to find out what I think, and then close. The notebook has a poem about my father. The notebook has a poem about a miscarriage that wasn't mine. On page sixty-seven there is a poem I wrote about Theo on the morning after the morning after, when I had stopped being generous about it. That one is not on the internet. That one will never be on the internet. That one is the truth, which is a thing you do not, as a rule, post.

I open to a fresh page. I write the date. I write for the boy who taught me to keep my voice down at the top, because I have been thinking about him for three days, and the only way to stop thinking about a man is to write the thing that turns him into a poem instead of a person.

His name was Daniel. I was nineteen.

The first sentence I try is you taught me my body was a noise to be muffled. I cross it out. I try you taught me my body was a sound a girl could be punished for making. I cross that out too. I sit with the page. Then I write what I actually mean, which is shorter and worse, and I close the notebook before I can look at it again.

The kettle clicks a second time. I had forgotten I refilled it.

My phone buzzes. Iris, the agent. Lena — keeping it short. I think you have a book. I have thought this for eight months. The answer is not no, because you keep replying. So I'm going to keep asking. Coffee Thursday?

She found me at a reading in the East Village a year ago, where I had read three poems under a name that wasn't even my account name. She had come up afterward and said I know who you are. Then: I think you should write the rest of it down.

I write back: Thursday works. The usual place.

I do not say yes to the book. I do not say no to the book. I say yes to coffee, which is a thing I have been doing my whole life and which is, in a way I am only now starting to admit, the actual subject of every poem I have ever written.

I drink the coffee. I open the laptop. The top comment on the Theo poem is from someone called @themegxnn. whoever this is about, she ate.

I read it four times. I close the laptop.

I open the notebook. I write a second line under the Daniel poem. You called my voice the thing you loved most. Then you taught it not to carry. I look at it for a long time. I do not post it. I close the notebook.

I am still in my robe. The cat finally comes down. I feed her. I check the comments again. I check them again.

The DMs are the part I do not, as a rule, open.

There are nine hundred unread. There are always nine hundred unread. I clear the count once a year, in January, like a closet. I scroll past the men who have sent me their own poems. I scroll past the women who have sent me their own divorces. I scroll past three messages from the same woman in Toronto who has, over four months, escalated from your work means everything to me to I think you wrote my life to please respond, which is the part where I had to mute her.

I scroll. I almost close the app.

There is a new message at the top. It came in at 7:19, five minutes after I posted. The handle is letters and a number, m_a_r_l_o_w_e_07. The profile is locked. No photo. Three followers.

The message is one line.

the version on page 67 is better.

I read it twice. I read it again. I sit on the edge of my bed in a robe that smells like coffee and yesterday's perfume, and I read the line a fourth time, because page sixty-seven is the notebook poem, the morning-after-the-morning-after one, the one that is not posted and is not, as far as I have ever been able to confirm, anywhere.

I have not shown the notebook to anyone.

I have not shown the notebook to anyone.

I take the notebook off the desk and open to page sixty-seven and the poem is exactly where I left it, written in green ink in my own handwriting, and the message in my phone is from a stranger who has somehow read it.

I sit there for a long time.

I do not respond.

I do not block him.

That, in retrospect, is the moment.

What I do instead is open the notebook to page sixty-eight and write, in a hand that is not entirely steady, the first line of the next poem.

Someone is reading me before I post.

I underline it. I close the notebook. I make a second cup of coffee I am not going to drink. I look out the window at Sixth Avenue, where a man is yelling at a dog and a woman is photographing her own breakfast, while a stranger in a locked profile sits somewhere — east, west, downstairs — and reads me.

I open Instagram. I look at his profile again. Three followers. No posts. The bio is one word.

Reader.


*for the boy who taught me to keep my voice down

 

When I was nineteen

I learned to come quietly.

You said the walls were thin.

You said your roommate was a light sleeper.

You said baby, just breathe.

 

I am thirty now

and I still do it.

I still hold the sound back

on the second floor of my own apartment,

in a bed I bought,

under a man I will not see again,

with no one upstairs.

 

You taught me my voice

was a thing the neighbors could hear.

You did not teach me

that mine was the only one

worth listening for.

 

Last Tuesday

I let it go.

Not loudly. Not even loud enough

to surprise the man it was for.

 

But out loud.

In the room.

Where I lived.

 

Some prayers

take eleven years.

 

— L., notebook entry, 4:12 a.m.


ii.

THE ACCOUNT

I started the account because of a man who said the wrong thing about my mother.

This is not the story I tell at readings. The story I tell at readings is that I started writing poetry on Instagram because I'd been keeping a notebook for six years and I wanted to know if any of it was any good, and the internet is a way of finding out without having to look at the people deciding. That is the story Iris has heard. That is the story the literary website ran in their poets to watch roundup, where I had agreed to be quoted only on condition that they did not photograph me, which they had agreed to and then violated by using a stock image of a notebook that turned out, on closer inspection, to be a fairly specific image of my kind of notebook — the wine-colored Leuchtturm — which is the kind of detail that can spook a person already wondering how visible she is.

The real story is shorter and worse.

His name was Marcus. We had been together fourteen months. He was the kind of man who read books in public, and not the way I read books in public, which is privately. He read books at parties. He read books on first dates. He read books on the subway with the cover angled outward. I had thought, when I met him, that this was a flaw I could love around.

The night the account
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