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Preface 

 

Young Persephone, daughter of the grain 

goddess Demeter and the sky god Zeus, 

wandered in the fields, gathering wildflowers. 

As she bent to pick a narcissus, the earth 

opened up and she was seized by Hades and 

pulled underground because Zeus—without 

Persephone’s  or her mother’s knowledge—had 

agreed to give his daughter in marriage to the 

god of the underworld. Demeter, enraged, 

could not be consoled; she wandered in her 

grief, neglecting the fields, letting them fall 

into barrenness, refusing to warm the earth. 

Nothing grew. At last it became clear that 

humankind could not go on in perpetual 

winter, so  Zeus sent Hermes to bring 

Persephone back from the land of the dead, 

and mother and daughter were reunited. 

Demeter once more warmed  the earth and  it 

could bear fruit. However, it turned out that 

before she left the underworld, Persephone 

had eaten something: the four pomegranate 

seeds offered to her by Hades. Therefore, as 

decreed by the Fates, she was partially bound 

still to the realm of the shades. So while she 

returns each spring to spend time in sunlight 

with her mother, she must descend yearly to 

join her husband in the shadowy realm; then 

the earth darkens and winters once again until 

Persephone, Queen of the Underworld, returns 

to her mother and  ushers in another spring.  

               1 



 

 

     Persephone is the goddess of thresholds, of 

liminal experiences:  twice yearly she passes 

the border between the world of light and the 

realm of shadows.  

     A person seized by unwelcome forces that 

pull her to a dark domain and change her 

forever—grief over death or over another kind 

of loss, or maybe a so-called midlife “crisis”—

might find echoes in the story of the young 

Persephone, whose title was The Kore. A 

mourner might manage to look to all the world 

as if he is following daylight routines, even as 

the better part of himself is sojourning in a 

bardo state. In the same way, a person passing 

through the middle ground between the “me” 

of youth and the “me” of adulthood or 

middle/old-age can feel as if she’s been seized 

by a terrifyingly strong force and pulled down 

to a disorienting place.   

     These mourners and life stage passengers 

are perhaps initiates in a contemporary version 

of the Eleusinian mysteries—those secret 

initiation rites of ancient Greece based on the 

myth of Persephone and Demeter.  

     Other liminal experiences are not quite as 

unwelcome or jolting, but they too are 

transformative   passages   that   pull  a  person  

out  of  rational  cultural   spaces    and      down  
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into the murky places in-between, the neither-

here-nor-there. A person who’s left a job; a 

nomad between faiths; someone who seeks 

solitude; mystics and nature-lovers; willing 

wasters of time and wanderers in uncultivated 

spaces. They open themselves to Persephone 

experiences.  

     For some, visiting the in-between spaces 

even becomes a kind of spiritual practice of 

not-quite-belonging either here or there. 

Persephone, too, the story goes, grew so 

comfortable with her perennial passage 

between two realms that she eventually took 

on another title: she became Queen of the 

Underworld who welcomed newcomers and 

temporary visitors to the world of the shades. 

To cross and re-cross these yin/yang 

thresholds between nature and culture, silence 

and sound, listening and asserting, mystery 

and science, being and time, can become a 

simplicity practice, a threshold spirituality. Each 

simple act of moving into these liminal spaces 

might add one more strand to the precious, 

threatened web of inter-connectedness on this 

planet and help redress our culture’s 

overemphasis on perfectionism, workaholism, 

and consumerism.  

 

         – Dorothy Nielsen 
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Part I: The Kore 
 

 

i 

Sometimes when they go we travel 
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Sometimes when they go we travel 

 

For a year after the “accident” 

she carried The Bell Jar everywhere. 

 

“Get over it,” they told her, 

and I too thought she was just 

malingering enigmatically. 

 

I thought at twenty-two 

to lose a brother in that way 

(the sleeping bags rolled up side by side, 

a couple of beers and half a loaf 

left open on the table, 

two fishing rods propped up  

by the screen door, 

then suddenly through the open window  

of the pickup 

a rifle shoved in against his cheek, 

no explanation ever given) 

was just another example 

of the ugliness we must all learn to ignore 

in order to go on. 

 

Since then I have watched one of mine 

cross over before her time, 

so I think I can at last detect 

the eloquence of that gesture. 

Carrying that suicide memo 

was no obscure and self-indulgent plea 

for pity from the living 
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but a signal, plain, brief, private: 

I can be with you in a few minutes if you like; 

a one-line note to a brother in another state. 

 

Sometimes when they go 

we travel such a long way with them, 

even across the border, 

and what looks to everyone else 

like a few easy steps 

can be an odyssey 

back though freezing darkness 

pulling, sucking us 

out of time.  
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Now, Everything 

 

I gaze into the emptiest corner  

of the unused middle room; 

crib slats piled make a bridge 

to something older than the first atom, some- 

thing spiralling out—grey, astronomical  

and suddenly, I 

at its centre, minute 

as Blake’s “grain of sand” 

holding more than a world though,  

holding more than 

eternity. 

 

Maybe I’m just 

burrowing deeper into Everything, 

the way I do in a butterfly kiss; 

in Meeting or in Zazen at the moment 

silence first cascades between the heart  

and ribs; 

or pausing again, again  

for a father’s last breath; 

skydiving— 

the second before you pull the cord; 

that endless instant before the baby’s first cry. 

 

So this is grief, now,  

this is death. 

When I look close enough,  

it’s surprisingly just like all  

the rest.  
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Letting go 

 

I never saw it so compressed: 

one tenacious moment of birth 

and death.  

 

Long before your conception I knew 

your life would never be mine, 

that my body was only to hold you 

as we all waited with you 

for your own time. 

 

And though your father and I told each other 

there would be days for letting go, 

I pictured watching from behind a blind 

to see if you looked both ways, 

 

dropping your hand to lose sight of you 

in a school yard of colours blurred, 

 

or your face moved in anger 

looking back over your shoulder 

as a door slammed closed between us. 
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Matters 

 

Into a box with grey and white photos, 

serrated edges, dates stamped in black— 

brothers and sisters and cousins 

(most who still live on this planet) 

half-hidden in tall grasses, 

or in shiny shoes, arms pressed to sides, 

squinting into the sun, 

or swinging and laughing into the lens— 

I placed the Pieta, postcard of a white marble 

Mary bent over her broken son. 

 

Four years later  

singing nonsense to my baby inside me 

while we waited for her death, 

I bent with awful panic at the breadth of winds 

blowing grey particles of pre-time 

between my ribs 

from beyond the moon, beyond Venus, 

beyond my imagination’s limits: I wondered 

 

what has Mother Dust been doing 

all these eons out there 

in creatureless space? 

 

Blessing, I suppose, 

and caring and mourning and comforting 

all those configurations 

we don’t recognize as energy or matter, 
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one mote or movement of which 

might blow our world apart. 

 

Strange Mother, I sometimes think,  

with her brooding 

over all that apparent emptiness. 

 

Or maybe no stranger,  

when I come to think of it, 

than all those stories of an earthly voice 

crooning to a child 

“It will be alright; it will be 

alright.” 
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Sign of spring 

 

A mother’s shivery voice: 

“At dinner, we might need to draw the blinds. 

Every day this week I’ve counted 

three minutes more of sunlight.” 

 

Years before,  

they were made primitives by a death: 

People whose terror grew as days got shorter, 

their god retreated,  

the Mother froze them out. 

Their stories could not quite believe 

the sun and earth always returned, 

no sacrifices needed. 

 

And they’re not the only ones 

when each December  

we all offer to the long forgotten gods 

hundreds of tiny lights— 

red, green, yellow, white— 

and countless useless gifts 

we pretend are for each other. 

 

But in that house,  

despite this horror of the dark, 

when winter’s finally ending, 

and though they’ve almost died of it again, 

they lower the blinds in reverent dread 

against the trembling March light.  
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April 

 

Everything happens 

over again except the light 

comes from a slightly different angle. 

The forsythia that didn’t flower 

last spring when I needed it most 

is trying again through your window. 

And the way the fragile gold-green 

I always fear won’t make it to jade 

calls attention to its tender faith 

in summer 

makes it seem fiercely permanent 

in this view.  
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Father 

 

From the hospital’s eighth floor 

she stares at parallel lines of light 

down a black boulevard 

to where they’ll never meet. 

 

A quarter of a century ago 

she fell into disillusion 

potent as any spell 

when he who’d brought her life 

couldn’t seem to grasp her fate. 

Her petition echoed in an empty house 

falling in on itself. She left 

with no means of escape. 

 

Tonight she bends over him, desperate 

to grasp his final wordless needs: 

Breathing better on the right or left? 

A few drops of water on his lips 

 

or just space? She cannot tell. 

And so a single stroke has broken 

the spell. With them at last 

all things shall be well. 
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Decade (January, 2005) 

 

i 

 

Friend, lie still in your grey nest. 

No one can blaze forever. 

We consume ourselves 

then make our depressions 

in the colour of rest—soft ashes 

underneath our shadowless death- 

like sleep, until we wake to rise, 

take flight again. 

 

 

ii 

 

For you there’s something else besides— 

there’s broken glass 

that shatters sleep. 

There are variations on a theme: 

voices pleading, raging nights— 

“Swear, swear on these bottles 

that you’ll stop forever.” 

 

And you heard her swear 

so you’ve known for forty years 

how spirits can waylay our best intentions, 

and even words of desperate love 

get torn up on sharp edges. 
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iii  

 

For me he is spirit now and ashes in a chest. 

My mother left him here in Ontario 

when she went west, bequeathed 

first to a sister. 

But he wouldn’t be still. 

She woke to noises from the closet. 

So she brought him here 

then called the cemetery 

where we’ll lay him at last to rest 

when the ground thaws out a bit. 

 

 

iv   

 

When I was five I looked up six feet to him, 

raised my arms and he flew me up. 

Later, I sewed myself paper wings 

trying to be a worthy daughter 

to this man high on mind and spirits. 

The air around him was so thin. 

It seared my lungs, melted down my wings, 

and I was grounded. 
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v   

 

His ashes in the white field 

that will lie fallow 

fed with bones, skin, stones, and him. 

 

 

vi   

 

New Year’s morning, 2005.  

Less than a week ago 

the planets realigned, 200,000 dead. 

Yet at 8 a.m. four jet streams cross the sky 

over my bed in London, Ontario, going west  

and finally I dream. 

How relentlessly high we’re bent on flying.  

 

 

vii  

 

As that old year died, 

I dreamed of oil burning up Baghdad 

then consuming the entire planet. 

 

I saw a mountain cave north of Peking, 

a root cellar in Istanbul, 

a hollow outside Whitehorse, 

the ashen faces of the few 

who outlive our fires. 
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I saw in a millennium or two 

a dogsled make its way 

to what was London, Ontario. 

 

I saw a thaw, a farmer 

drag a plough through a field 

of what was once bone, skin, stone, and ashes, 

rich earth fed with the spirits  

of unknown ancestors. 

 

In what was once called May 

a shoot rises; 

sweet leaves into the mouths 

of a new race.  

 

 

viii  

 

Is it in our nature 

to be civilized? 

Sew ourselves wings 

and rise and rise 

until the sun burns us 

and we fall back into the nest? 
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ix    

 

This one night before you leave the north  

back to Sydney for good 

I toast the New Year in with you, 

having dreamed my way out of depression. 

I raise my glass: “I give the planet fifty years.” 

You raise your bottle: “I give us all a decade.” 

 

We both carry embers 

for sisters who died young 

and parents who washed their loss in spirits 

that fire up their imaginations of the end. 

 

We both hope for their spirits 

to rise above all grief forever, 

yet we agree that, hard as the ground is, now 

is the only moment for us to be. 
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ii 

Passover 
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Passover 

 

Blood  

on my threshold again 

this new moon. 

 

In the night I feel angel wings 

brush the stars 

over my roof. 

 

Soft flutter as of a child’s  

eyelashes on my cheek, a lover’s 

kiss on my belly, 

 

and you have joined 

all your ghostly brothers and sisters 

in the mists before love. 

 

It is over. 

We have passed one another 

in that sleep beneath dreams 

 

where longing hurts no more 

or less 

than anything else. 
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Initiation 

 

Believe me, I waited gently all those decades: 

a good girl in white lace,  

tending one modest flame 

under a dome that disappeared  

into remote darkness, 

placing flowers in season,  

kneeling tributes to Your blue veil 

 

which I had dreamt from infancy 

You would stretch up to my chin.  

You would stroke away 

all my pain and questions,  

would send me to rest 

completed, Your arms curved forever 

around me. You would brood gently 

the endless dawn. 

 

Waiting so long 

I grew greyer than the edges of that tiny light 

‘til, impatient at last,  

I removed my shoes, my clothes 

 

and You came fire and ice  

from all directions at once—cold  

marble shooting up through thin soles,  

turning my bones to water, 

my core hotter 

than the earth’s with its perpetual turning 

away from me. 
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For eight weeks in this alien atmosphere 

I couldn’t catch my breath 

while You took me over and over 

to the edge of death, thrusting 

Your strange self, ripping me 

in places I didn’t even know 

I had skin. 
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The Shadow of a Sparrow 

 

i 

 

Narrow drawer, two broken clips, 

a rusted key, a faded list 

of symptoms from some illness, 

a spool with single scarlet strand 

and—after seven years— 

one silver earring with an amethyst. 

 

 

 

 

 

ii  

 

Every year around 

May fourteenth around 

four p.m. if I happen to be 

home, if there happen to be 

no clouds, the sun 

warms the boards 

just where I first set 

the wicker bassinet. 
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iii 

 

Empty auditorium thirty years ago, 

silver river flowing past plate glass, 

I wrapped my arms around my cello, 

leaned my cheek into his neck 

when I first felt this pain 

behind the fourth rib on the left. 

 

 

 

 

 

iv 

 

The shadow of a sparrow flutters 

past.  
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Gravity 

 

This morning waking down 

from a weightless chase, down 

away from those who lust 

for the unmarked, un-tethered, down 

into this body scarred and dragged to earth 

by having borne in its time 

sorrow, children, a lover  

whose once-supple flesh and bones 

have taken on the weight of a husband’s soul; 

 

now chafing at the cords that won’t be cut 

even by death; all day achingly weighed down 

with memory of that lighter, smoother self 

whose feet barely brushed the dust, 

whose heart floated free from entanglement 

in sleep’s particle-less void.  
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Companion 

 

At the grocery co-op  

a woman I’ve seen there for years 

pulls off, with a flourish of wry regret,  

her long indigo scarf to reveal a naked skull. 

Yes, I assure her,  

though we’ve never formally met,  

of course I remember her glorious  

waist-length wavy reddish-brown hair 

which, she tells me now,  

she could never bear to cut; 

even when twenty-eight years ago  

she was to be married 

and the hairdresser insisted on taking 

two inches off. 

 

Weddings lead to funerals 

and soon we’re both telling  

how our fathers went— 

hers at his computer desk on the phone  

one minute and the next— 

nothing. 

This is the way, we both agree, 

we’d like to go. 

 

I go home with groceries and him beside me 

as he so often is these days. 

Odd so palpable a presence has no shape. 

If I knew what form he eventually would take, 

would I be any less uncomfortable with him? 
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Next morning inside my lids 

I think I glimpse him in the dark: 

the hairdresser who shapes us into 

someone we never meant to be: 

neater, straighter, more presentable. 

 

But then he is a she: the bride’s mother 

who takes her own mother’s dress  

out of the cedar chest, 

washes it in the lake with Ivory flakes, 

lays it on the grass to dry 

between two sheets, 

then buttons up the back, 

kissing her daughter’s neck. 
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Bifocals 

 

The doctor says, again, “not yet.” 

I breathe a half-sigh of relief. 

We’ll slow it down a year or so 

even if we can’t make it go away. 

 

So I don’t let on that what is far away 

keeps looming up unnaturally close, 

and not just letters on the page 

but more disturbingly 

people 

I haven’t thought of for twenty, thirty years 

suddenly loved with an intensity that blurs. 

 

And he says maybe  

when it’s time 

I can still wear contacts  

that balance my vision out— 

one in the old prescription,  

one in the new. 
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A Falling 

 

There were always several of us present 

at a falling in love. Like this one 

which is more like a full moon gorged with 

blood 

than anything else. 

 

Or like a pool of floating narcissi, 

each one magnified by a half-inch of water 

so it expands into a heavy hand. 

I reach in to pick one, and two 

old lovers’ faces rise up to meet me.  

 

Then on my way to the Tarot reading, 

a few phrases of some Mozart piece 

on the radio—the very notes 

my father used to pick out with three fingers 

on our upright. I turn, startled: 

“Dad? What are you doing here tonight?” 

 

“I have to tell you,” says Mme K  

when I’m three shots past midnight 

as she picks up the card of a man 

in a cowl on a barren plain, 

“the source of this new love 

is an old, bitter wound.” 

 

Far as the moon? I want to say. 

Ephemeral as a half-phrase  

from an unknown song 
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someone I loved used to play me  

drowned in whiskey? 

 

Crushable 

as moon-white petals bleeding their centres 

back into me? 
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Unruly Universe 

 

Unruly Universe 

prying open valves  

in my chest 

one  

by one  

by one, 

 

just when vainly I think 

I know each holy passage, 

can recite by heart  

all tender rules of connection, 

have explored all arteries  

of interbeing, 

 

just when I’m sure  

there is no gate in me 

left closed  

against the human, 

you open one more unexpected 

possibility in blood, 

even deeper than the last. 

 

Unruly Universe 

who’s pounded me into submission 

so many times 

these past five decades, 

for seventy-two beats each minute, 
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go on then: open a new vein in me, 

but just this one last time. 

 

Anything  

to relieve this 

presence. 
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Part II: Queen of Liminal Space 
 

 

i 

Woman on the edge of town 
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I should be busy 

 

I should be busy 

making money or cleaning the house 

but I’m stealing half an hour at the creek 

to wonder about the names 

of these ludicrously extravagant weeds: 

hairy stems, curling leaves,  

purple red rust berries, 

shades of brown there’s no time to count. 

 

I imagine a woman with long grey hair 

living on the edge of town; 

she’d know which was boneset,  

jewelweed, yarrow, 

which to eat, 

which would cure her neighbours. 

 

I’d invite her to tea; 

she’d take one look at the work 

piled neatly on my desk, 

prescribe an infusion of this leaf  

and that berry; 

 

the next time she came, 

the piles would be scattered 

and I’d know the name  

of every blessed weed for miles.  

 

 

 

 

36 



The Grandmothers Came to Me 

 

on a path overgrown with thistles  

and horsetail. 

I emerged from among the sumac 

bleeding its pomegranate-red seeds 

and the goldenrod losing its stuffing 

into a jade clearing and, 

squinting to forget the power lines  

and soccer posts, 

squinting away the past century and a half 

of progress, 

though not meaning to conjure them  

(not even knowing their full names), 

I stumbled over the folds in the fields 

and found them nearby, nearer than the 

not knowing 

 

what they wore on their soles, 

kid or cow, 

whether they took paths like mine 

or rode high in carriages from drawing room  

to drawing room. 

 

Either way, now everyday I walk they are near 

and I move among them rippling  

through the grasses 

and the silver spider threads binding 

Tipperary, Manchester, 

Nottinghamshire 

to Ontario, Canada. 
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ii 

 

And they came to me 

in animal dreams, 

totem night visits: 

first the hare who flung herself 

at my thigh to stop me 

picking the narcissi by my fence, 

then the polar bear lumbering across the yard 

towards the lioness 

who stood, head lifted, as if scenting the wind 

in my back garden, 

last the crocodile crawling up through the mud 

from the sewer grate 

into my sleeping, into my waking. 

 

 

 

 

iii 

 

Grandmothers, you came to me all month 

in sickle and half-circle and disc: 

cup of blue/black, yin and yang, 

and filled night plate 

shining; 

 

in bow of Artemis, 

in half or full face, 
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bodhisattva 

fortune teller 

shaman- 

hearted 

night 

guide 

 

and one day in Debussy— 

Claire de Lune— 

when I turned on the car radio 

in the parking lot 

before I got out and 

wept through the moon-blessed empty fields 

down to the oxbow 

in the river 

 

baptized by dreamtears 

dreamtotems 

dreammothers 

grandmothers 

 

at last you’ve come.  
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Devotions 

 

She flies three thousand miles 

because she hears the trees are to be sold 

to a lumber company, 

not owned (the document of sale would imply) 

by the Haida 

who probably don’t want to own the trees, 

but maybe just keep them, just 

let them be. 

 

He feels her despair 

at what human beings do 

so he makes the trip 

a mutual prayer 

for forgiveness, of praise, of belief 

in even two people just looking at the trees, 

 

even if they’re the last two left loving the earth 

from under those who own it. 

 

At the last minute 

the government changes its mind; 

the trees will stand 

perhaps another twenty/thirty years 

guarded by praise, 

by mourning 

for the earth, its lovers, 

its owners.  
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Refusal 

 

“The blight upon us is your doing.” 

                                                                —Antigone 

 

Fingertips black with newsprint, 

I read the signs of earth. 

Unfamiliar stories 

of salmon circling the mouth of the Fraser, 

not turning upstream 

to start another generation, 

circling the species’ oblivion. 

 

Of caribou on Ridout Island 

not crossing to the mainland in spring, 

not trying to swim back before fall, 

eating dirt. 

 

Thus I read the signs of failure in our quest. 

Full of foreboding, I make the test of sacrifice: 

upon the altar of the new moon 

blood will flow again. 

 

The blood between us, 

the blood now drying in my heart, 

is the blood of our refusal 

to bind ourselves with a flesh cord, a warm line 

to this dying earth.  
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Thoreau 

 

I am the age you were 

when you built your cabin 

on the shore of Walden Pond. 

 

This morning I comb my hair 

in front of my eyes,  

a bead of water forms 

at the end of each strand. 

 

In each bead I see a world, 

a lake, a cabin, you 

sitting in the doorway 

all morning to watch dew 

turning imperceptibly into rain, 

into snow, into 

 

you eating cakes of maize, 

a sweet potato, baked, and rice, 

tasting slowly, placing 

bed, chair, table, oil lamp, 

three large books outside the door, 

sweeping the floor, 

then replacing them, one 

by 

one. 

 

But I cannot wait 

for each drop to disappear 

or fall. 
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I shake my head. 

Beads break 

against the mirror, 

against my own skin. 
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“How to make vegetable stock” 

 

“Collect scraps: onion skins, 

carrot ends, apple cores, 

potato peels, celery leaves, spinach stems, 

outside lettuce leaves 

until you can 

fill a kettle halfway. 

Cover with water, 

simmer for as long as it takes 

to read a magazine, or better, put on a CD …” 

                   (use Bob Marley or Kate McGarrigle, 

                    something with joy and grief, 

                    something you can dance to 

                    in and out of the line of sun 

                    falling across the living room) 

“After you’re done, taste for bitterness.” 

                  (hope it’s not bitter, though               

                   because then you must pour it down     

                   the sink or over the garden 

                   and all those days of saving come to 

                   nothing) 

“Put on another CD ...” 

                  (if you dance to this one, too, 

                   the sun moving across the floor, 

                   you move with it) 

“When the music is finished, 

strain, 

taste again.” 
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After I see the rock painting,  

eastern shore, I dream 

 

Alone on the rock 

the young Ojibway fasts 

until his nakedness 

pours in through outer skin 

hollowing a space 

so the rock enters his soul. 

 

He feels the rough silence of rock 

curve against inner flesh, 

feels the wind wet between his ribs, 

measures the sky’s cool against his muscles,  

his heart touches the mystery of earth,  

the mystery of his own body 

until the two mingle rough red cool 

in his veins. 

 

He wakes from hunger, 

dips his fingers into a wooden bowl: 

pine resin, bear fat, 

juice of red berries; 

 

priming his fingers along his side 

then along the rock he paints 

the pictures that entered him: 

 

the deer— 

    curved back, belly, legs; 
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the skeleton of an elk stag, 

     arrow lodged between two ribs; 

 

the great sea snake 

     rising from the waters, 

     twisted horns, 

     gaping mouth, 

     hungry maw. 
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Listener 

 

I stopped dreaming 

bruises. 

All at once they rose, 

violet birds lifting 

in the warm rush 

of your listening. 
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It’s as if 

 

I’d come across— 

in the grass under an elm— 

a fallen nest with only one egg intact, 

blue (your eyes’ blue exactly), 

motherless, no brooding presence. 

And kneeling, I’d cupped it in my left palm, 

my right hand hovering over it unsurely, 

bent, waiting—but for what?—bereft. 

 

I look up. 

Your legs are planted firmly in wet grass, 

your sleeves rolled halfway up 

your solid forearms that appear—surely— 

as if they’ve cut down trees  

or left them up  

as needed; 

your hands looking warm as gold 

inside newly-laid eggs held 

in their mothered nest. 

 

Suddenly I know 

what to do— 

I hand the egg to you. 
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Presence 

 

A grandmother who died when I 

was “too young to remember” 

left me this gift, 

 

this name I am filled with 

as if I’m living one of her possibilities, 

heavier, warmer to me 

than the afghan which, 

though she left the rose border unfinished, 

we all asked for at six, seven, eight 

to protect us from bad dreams. 

 

Wandering in the fields, 

I sometimes feel a voice 

move through my throat. 

I seem to recover names— 

four o’clock, saviour’s flannel, 

marvel of Peru, sweet william, flox— 

 

Grandmother, your photograph on the piano 

is turned to watch over 

the painting of me recovering in bed 

warmed by your cover. 

 

I used to think you were watching  

only to keep me safe 

but now I wonder if you aren’t curious 

about what I’ll come across  

walking, wearing your name.  
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ii 

Lives of the Saints and Heretics 
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A Lives 

 

At Confirmation,  

they told us we’d become soldiers of Christ, 

but I didn’t take the name of Joan 

because I wanted to hear the voice of God 

calling me to battle or imprisonment  

or burning at the stake. 

No. I just thought it sounded nice with mine. 

 

For years I’ve looked back  

on the laying on of hands, 

the ceremonial blow to my cheek 

as initiation into a rite I left for good— 

hands off, no scar, just an extra name. 

 

Yet here I am night after night 

dreaming of churches,  

of herding sheep and wolves in sheepskin 

into a country chapel, 

or, lost in a city labyrinth, 

finding my way by a spire  

covered in scaffolding, 

or, bored with the sermon, 

foraging under the pew 

for a Lives of the Saints and Heretics, 

white cover, blood red lettering.  
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Two prayers 

 

At the cathedral I said the proper words. 

Most of my mind  

and one corner of my heart concurred. 

But my body prayed  

its own more ancient prayer 

in cold sweats and restless bones. 

I almost heard between each organ note, 

far behind the dogma, and before the Word, 

a great breath through the reeds 

of some primeval lake. 

 

Thank God for churches  

that can hold our prayers, 

for the ego that can form this inner chaos 

into constellations we can wish on. 

And thank the gods  

for that longing that won’t be held 

in any building or in any I: 

that sharp-hoofed, horned trickster  

that breathes into the reeds 

fluting ripples of ecstasy and fear; 

that older prayer my body played,  

first softly, then loudly 

until I had to tear my robes, step outside 

or die.  
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Fourth anniversary 

 

Today in the library I saw the priest  

who married us—older, slower, 

in a brown cardigan. I had just, 

with my eyes closed, noticing the pressure 

of my red woollen sweater on my arms, 

remembered running my finger 

through the hair on your forearm; 

when I opened them 

he was there holding a book, 

brows furrowed as he 

traced words down the spine. 

 

I suppose we all think 

what we have chosen is best for everyone 

and so he, even as we said our vows, 

might have thought how our flesh touching 

meant a lower state, a cheaper gift, 

using up our love for God on each other. 

 

I nodded to him as I in my turn wondered  

how he imagines heaven,  

praising,  

beauty, 

love. 

 

He shook my hand, asked after you, 

said my studying hadn’t aged me at all. 
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Letter to Anne Bradstreet 

 

You loved a god 

that forgave you mercilessly 

and only if you asked just right, 

with intellectual assent 

to a hundred rules and articles 

of faith and only if you rooted out 

your love for “this world,” 

its fleshy spirit, its things— 

the chests you wrote of filled all summer 

with the blankets that let your bodies  

heat themselves all winter, and all those 

cushions, candlesticks, tables, chairs. 

 

The fire that turned these articles to ashes 

did not burn near as bright 

as your love for them— 

only thinly disguised from us 

300 years later 

by your orthodox “gratitude” 

for the loss, your reminder 

of the “true home, above.” 

 

Dear Anne, didn’t you ever desire Eden— 

the tree  

the sin  

the punishment  

the redemption— 

to be magically tapped 

three times by a fairy godmother? 
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Transformed into the tale of an orchard, 

stumbled upon in the lap of a meadow 

stretching down to the sea, 

an open gate, an invitation 

to eat your fill, fill your mouth 

with the flesh and juice of  

pears  

apples  

grapes? 

 

And if somewhere deep beneath  

your obedient words 

you hid wishes for a different story, 

then were you always lonely 

for the part of you that we can clearly see 

but kept forever secret from yourself? 
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Meeting 

 

The first day, I am late. 

Metal on wood, the latch falls 

into that silent place. 

I can’t sit still the endless hour 

on the hard grey bench, 

can’t meditate, 

 

just keep wondering am I home 

or is this just another stop 

to rest my shaken spirit 

that slipped out of place— 

 

when? Feels as long ago as when 

that handmade glass was placed 

to filter light into soft grey ripples 

on the plain meeting house wall, 

like tears that blur the face 

you gaze and gaze at. 

 

At last a stranger speaks. His heavy, kind face 

from last night’s dream:  

Grandfather in an old house;  

big pot simmered on the stove; 

children offering me food from a full plate.  
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Bedtime stories 

 

Don’t tell me 

I can’t believe both— 

that when I’m buried 

or burnt, ashes scattered, 

I’ll walk into a tunnel of light 

with this exact body, its scars and moles  

and eyes this particular 

shade of grey/blue, 

and find in another world 

(like this one or not) 

all those I’ve loved, 

all those I’ve longed to meet, 

then spend eternity 

exploring the terrain and greeting 

all those still to come, 

 

yet also that I’ll live on only in memories 

for a generation or two, 

my body feeding the earth from which it came, 

particles of matter and energy 

that have been exchanging one with another 

since the beginning of time.  
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Church not made with hands 

 

If last night I’d turned left to follow that young  

man in a green woollen jacket and black jeans, 

curls spiralling out from a flat cap, 

 

I would have passed the campus, its library, 

classrooms, Basilian church huddled under the 

great bridge, coming to the river looking across  

 

to the Renaissance Building and the Joe Louis 

Arena, maybe have watched an ocean tanker 

crawl past toward Toledo or Green Bay. 

 

Just west is Zug Island with its stacks  

that turn the sky vermillion each sunset 

and all day our lungs black. 

 

A few miles east is Belle Isle, no man’s land 

between two nations and 100 years ago stop 

off for spirit runners from our shore to theirs. 

 

Night after night these past two years 

I’ve returned to follow the river that flowed 

past my first love, first job, first vows, 

 

and though in waking life  

it feels like new wine in old skins every time 

I go back, 
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in dreams if I follow the Jewish mystic poet 

left then east along the shore,  

I end up at the place I was sure there should be 

 

an old grey stone chapel 

hidden in those overgrown shrubs  

but there isn’t; instead only bells tolling  

 

clearly, washing my lungs, 

carrying away all particulate matter, 

making all wrong turns right. 
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Psalm 42.5 

 

The stars pause, the angels tilt their heads. 

The celestial lovers still their hands. 

The spheres play the slow movement 

of a clarinet quintet: 

dew in every note, and death in the spaces 

between. 

 

An old man rasping in his daughter’s arms, 

a carpenter caressing a cedar plank, 

a mother breathing in the scent  

of her week-old son’s scalp, 

a poet running a finger along the sharp edge  

of a notebook page, 

a lover buttoning a shirt, 

an exile smelling a handful of dirt wrapped in a 

ragged red scarf. 

Can you not hear the liquid death in every 

line? 

 

How right to be 

in just this terrifying world.  
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   Endnotes 

 

The idea, in the Preface, that Persephone grew 

comfortable with her perennial passage comes 

from Jean Shinoda Bolen’s Goddesses in 

Everywoman. 

 

“Sometimes when they go we travel”: The Bell 

Jar is an autobiographical novel by poet Sylvia 

Plath. 

  

“Now, Everything”: quotation from William 

Blake’s poem “Auguries of Innocence.” 

 

“Father”: the last line is a quotation from Julian 

of Norwich’s spiritual autobiography, The 

Showings.  

 

“Unruly Universe”: the term interbeing comes 

from the teachings of Thich Nhat Hanh. 

 

“Letter to Anne Bradstreet”: Anne Bradstreet is 

a 17th-century Puritan poet, often considered 

the first woman poet of North America.  

 

“Church not made with hands” refers to Acts 

7:48: “The Most High dwelleth not in temples 

made with hands.”  
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